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ABSTRACT 
 
This dissertation examines how the city of Chicago--its social and economic 
conditions, its liberal discourse, and its cultural symbolism--shaped the evolution of 
modern liberalism.  Relying on historical and literary critical methods, this project draws 
on writings, speeches, articles, letters, and novels to analyze the social thought of Jane 
Addams, Ida B. Wells-Barnett, John Dewey, Ray Stannard Baker, Theodore Dreiser, and 
other reformers.  In the 1890s, disputes between workers and employers led many liberal 
Chicagoans to conceive of social strain--and the notion of class--in terms of labor-capital 
relations.  During the 1900s, however, the rising profile of interracial violence in Chicago 
and across the Midwest spurred some white liberal Chicagoans to acknowledge, as black 
reformers had long argued, that racial prejudice fueled economic conflicts.  This 
ideological trend sparked a national conversation on racial equality and inspired new 
forms of interracial association, yet it also re-inscribed discriminatory attitudes towards 
African Americans and encouraged white liberals to view racism as an economic, not a 
cultural, problem.  Ultimately, this conceptual shift was short-lived.  By 1920, white 
reformers had subsumed the pursuit of racial equality within their crusade for economic 
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justice, and Chicago had become an ambivalent symbol of democracy that evoked the 
advance of organized labor and the failure of racial liberalism. 
 Chapter One describes how liberal Chicagoans developed a way of thinking that 
was investigative, pragmatic, class-oriented, and Chicago-centric and that downplayed 
the social significance of racial tensions.  Chapter Two explores how the Pullman Strike 
of 1894 caused white liberal Chicagoans to narrow their conception of class to its 
economic aspects.  Chapters Three and Four analyze how race riots and interracial strike 
warfare in the Midwest prompted some white reformers to recognize how racial 
antagonism shaped industrial relations.  As a result of these social currents, white and 
black liberals formed new organizations dedicated to protecting black civil rights even as 
presidential politics exposed the limits of racial liberalism.  Chapter Five discusses how 
race riots in St. Louis and Chicago led white liberals to reframe their thinking on class 
conflict by turning away from further analysis of its racial dimensions. 
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Introduction 
 
In the spring of 1894, Ray Stannard Baker, a cub reporter for the Chicago News-
Record, discovered that some Chicagoans were referring to their city as “the metropolis 
of discontent.”1  At the time, this turn of phrase evoked the high level of employment in 
Chicago and the dissatisfaction of many working class Chicagoans with existing social 
and economic conditions, yet it would prove a fitting description of the city for the next 
two-and-a-half decades.  Between 1890 and 1920, Chicago experienced rapid 
industrialization and urbanization, explosive population growth, and major demographic 
shifts, and these social and economic pressures generated large-scale conflicts between 
workers and employers and between blacks and whites that culminated in massive strikes 
and outbreaks of interracial violence.  In response to these evolving social conditions, 
liberal Chicagoans formulated new ways of thinking about class conflict--particularly 
about the relationship between economic and racial forms of antagonism--and induced 
other liberals and social reformers across the nation to do to the same.  By the end of this 
period, the city of Chicago had become of national symbol of dissatisfaction with the 
economic and racial status quo, and liberal Chicagoans had played a formative role in the 
development of modern liberal thought.  Although Baker could hardly have imagined it 
in the early 1890s, Chicago and its various discontents--social, economic, racial, and 
intellectual--would shape the evolution of modern liberalism.  
This dissertation explores how this ideological and cultural process unfolded and 
charts the influence exerted by the city of Chicago on the development of liberal thought.  
In order to do so, it defines “Chicago” in four ways.  First, Chicago represented a 
   
	  
2	  
distinctive set of social and economic conditions that were brought about by the 
confluence of four overlapping historical trends: industrialization, the Great Migration, 
the birth of a modern social reform movement, and the cultural emergence of the 
Midwest, or Middle West, as many turn-of-the-century observers referred to it.2  When 
these social forces collided in Chicago, they created a distinctive municipal context that 
exposed the socioeconomic extremes of the industrial capitalist order--especially labor-
capital conflicts and racial discord--as no other city did.  Not with little reason did the 
philosopher John Dewey describe Chicago as “all hell turned loose” in 1894.3  The 
volatile social and industrial relations that obtained in the city repeatedly drew the 
attention of liberals and social reformers during the Progressive Era and shaped their 
analyses of the social conditions of industrial capitalism.  At the same time, the rising 
cultural profile of Chicago, and the Midwest, led many cultural observers to assign 
national significance to these social conflicts. 
Chicago also signified an influential community of liberals, social reformers, and 
writers, one that would play a pioneering role in the reform movements of the era.  
Prominent members of this group included social reformers Jane Addams, Henry 
Demarest Lloyd, and Ida B. Wells-Barnett; journalists Ray Stannard Baker and Robert 
Abbott; academics John Dewey and Charles Johnson; and writers Theodore Dreiser and 
Carl Sandburg.  Though not a self-styled group, these reformers shared a commitment to 
investigating the social and economic inequities of industrial capitalist society.  In 
addition, all of these reformers lived in Chicago during this period--it became a 
permanent home for some of them--and drew upon its social conditions and liberal 
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discourse in developing their social analyses and pursuing their democratic projects.  For 
those liberal Chicagoans who lived in the city for shorter durations, Chicago did not serve 
as a temporary way station on the road to intellectual and cultural pursuits in the 
Northeast.  Rather, the city played a formative role in their ideological development, and 
it continued to serve as a touchstone in their social thought even after they had resettled 
in other places.  In other words, an evolutionary, not a teleological, perspective best 
explains the social, cultural, and intellectual trajectory of these social reformers: what 
mattered most was not where they ended up but that the road there often ran through 
Chicago. 
These liberal Chicagoans produced a body of thought--referred to below as 
investigatory liberalism or the “investigatory mode”--that was rooted in their experiences 
in Chicago.  This distinctive outlook on social reform contained several key features.  
First, its guiding impulse was to reveal--to uncover the hidden social and economic 
conditions of industrial capitalism.  Also, liberal Chicagoans advanced a pragmatic 
theory of knowledge that understood truth as dependent upon evolving social conditions, 
and this orientation inclined them to reject ideological dogma and made them receptive to 
marshalling the power of the state on behalf of socially democratic initiatives.  Many of 
these thinkers, too, adopted a class-based perspective that understood labor-capital 
conflicts as the main source of social strife--although African American social reformers 
highlighted the way in which racial prejudice fueled these disputes and white social 
reformers typically ignored such tensions.  In addition, liberal Chicagoans tended to 
promote a moral outlook on reform that favored ethical over structural solutions despite 
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their new willingness to bring state power to bear on social problems.  Finally, Chicago-
centrism characterized this viewpoint: all of these thinkers drew on the social and 
economic conditions of Chicago in formulating their critiques of the modern social 
order.4 
Although these assumptions guided their thinking, liberal Chicagoans continued 
to modify them as social conditions evolved, particularly as black-white relations 
worsened in U.S. society.  In the 1900s, the rising profile of race riots and interracial 
strike warfare in Chicago and across the Midwest spurred some white liberal Chicagoans 
and social reformers to acknowledge how racial prejudice shaped labor-capital relations--
which black reformers had long argued--and thus to expand their conception of class to 
include its racial dimensions.  As a result, white liberal Chicagoans, for a time, 
investigated how disputes between workingmen and between employers and laborers 
fostered racial discrimination.  This conceptual shift remained an ambivalent one: it 
represented an evolution in liberal thought on racial matters and sparked a national 
conversation on race relations and new forms of interracial association, yet it also 
encouraged white liberals to conceive of racism as an economic, and not a cultural, 
problem while re-inscribing discriminatory attitudes towards African Americans.  These 
cultural attitudes proved to be more enduring than the embryonic racial consciousness 
developed by some white liberal Chicagoans, however, and by 1920, they had largely 
turned away from the racial dimensions of class.  In so doing, these liberal thinkers 
reinforced an ideological process already underway in modern liberal thought--that of 
subsuming the pursuit of racial equality within the crusade for economic justice. 
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The social thought of liberal Chicagoans proved to be an influential strand within 
the larger national discourse on class--another measure of Chicago’s influence in this 
period.  Between 1890 and 1920, Chicago emerged as one of the most charged sites of 
intellectual investigation in the country and a hub of modern liberalism, and reformers in 
the Northeast and South developed relationships with liberal Chicagoans and drew on 
their social thought and on the intellectual resources of the city.  Liberal Chicagoans, 
meanwhile, sometimes shaped reform initiatives that originated in other cities such as the 
movement to establish the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People 
(NAACP).  At the same time, the investigatory liberalism of Chicago came under attack 
from some prominent black social reformers, including Ida B. Wells-Barnett and W.E.B 
Du Bois, both of whom participated in the liberal discourse of the city but also challenged 
some of its assumptions.  The social thought of liberal Chicagoans served as both a 
benchmark of modern liberalism and as a set of liberal precepts to be interrogated, and it 
continued to motivate the national discourse on class throughout the Progressive Era. 
Finally, this dissertation assesses the influence of Chicago in cultural terms by 
analyzing how the city developed into a complex national symbol during this period.  
Between 1890 and 1920, midwestern novelists and poets began to register the new 
meanings attached to the city, especially how Chicago evoked industrial development and 
corporate power, social tensions between labor and capital and between blacks and 
whites, and evolving liberal thought.  Together these distinct connotations helped to 
transform Chicago into an ambivalent symbol of U.S. democracy, an emblem of the 
promise and limits of social democratic thought in the nation.  By the end of the era, the 
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city of Chicago simultaneously called to mind the advance of organized labor and the 
failure of racial liberalism, and it came to signify the inability of white liberals to 
reconcile the competing claims of race and class. 
In sum, when Chicago is defined and measured along these four axes--
socioeconomic conditions, liberal community, national influence on social theory, and 
cultural symbolism--it reveals a kind of “Chicago-ization” of U.S. liberal thought and 
cultural production in the decades between 1890 and 1920.  By adopting such a 
perspective, one can perceive how modern liberal idealism was shaped by the tendency to 
prioritize an economic perspective on class and to view racial tensions through the lens of 
economic relations, not social racism--ideological trends with enduring consequences for 
the modern liberal tradition. 
 
By highlighting the centrality of Chicago to the evolution of modern liberalism, 
this dissertation intervenes in multiple scholarly conversations.  In the broadest sense, it 
contributes to an ongoing dialogue among historians about how the Progressive Era fits 
within narratives of U.S. liberalism.  Historians have long struggled to define 
“progressivism,” and this conceptual difficulty stems, in part, from the tendency of some 
scholars to view this period as one of discontinuity--as a progressive break from the 
liberal past and future--rather than as a chapter in a longer history of liberalism.5  In 
defining these historical actors as liberals, not progressives, this dissertation joins other 
historians who situate the Progressive Era within a broader liberal framework.6 
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This dissertation also intercedes in a longstanding argument over the role of 
region in the evolution of modern liberalism.  Some scholars, for example, have 
emphasized how the northeastern liberal establishment influenced Progressive Era liberal 
thought.  In “The Protean Character of American Liberalism,” Gary Gerstle argues that 
New York City became “liberalism’s heart” in the 1910s and 1920s, the place where 
liberals recalibrated their idealism in a way that prioritized the economic aspects of 
liberal reform and downplayed its cultural dimensions.7  This perspective, which focuses 
on the discourse of cosmopolitan New York intellectuals, retains a parochial cast in the 
sense that it undervalues the impact of other regions, namely the urban Midwest, on the 
liberal discourse of the Progressive Era.  This dissertation challenges such an outlook by 
re-centering modern liberal thought in Chicago and by assigning greater influence to 
liberal Chicagoans in the national discourse on social reform. 
Other scholars, while acknowledging the role of the Midwest in the evolution of 
liberalism, have conceived of the region too narrowly.  Because of its complex mixture of 
rural and urban milieus, agrarian and industrial economies, and homogeneous and 
polyglot populations, the Midwest has been especially difficult for historians to 
conceptualize, and despite its industrial might and diverse urban constituencies, the 
region continues to be defined by its agrarian, homogeneous, and rural aspects.  Indeed, 
such “cultural regionalization,” as one scholar has termed it, reflects how regions come to 
embody certain national values--an act of ideological compartmentalization that 
artificially resolves the political, economic, and social contradictions of America’s past.8  
In the case of the Midwest, common perceptions of the region often ignore its urban 
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contours to meet a specific cultural need: preserving the pastoral ideal of American 
culture. 
The historiography of the Midwest has reflected this cultural trend.  There is a 
long and durable tradition of “pastoral” historical perspectives on the region.  Frederick 
Jackson Turner’s “frontier thesis,” for example, located America’s democratic impulses 
in the advance of white settlers while downplaying both the urban and racial dimensions 
of political development.9  In Middletown: A Study in Modern American Culture (1929), 
Robert and Helen Lynd sought to produce a definitive sociological portrait of American 
life by focusing on the homogeneous, small-town Midwest.10  Contemporary liberal 
social critics, too, have kept this skewed perspective on the Midwest alive.  In What’s the 
Matter with Kansas?: How Conservatives Won the Heart of America, Thomas Frank 
argues that modern conservatives won over the working class by spotlighting cultural 
issues, and in so doing he concentrates on the rural, surburban, and homogeneous features 
of Midwest while overlooking its urban, heterogeneous aspects.  In this sense, this 
dissertation contributes to a body of literature that challenges the image of the “pastoral” 
Midwest by raising the profile of its urban, industrial contours.11 
By focusing on liberal Chicagoans and social reformers, this dissertation provides 
an alternative to midwestern political narratives that feature the agrarian rebel as the key 
historical actor.  In Midwestern Progressive Politics: A Historical Study of its Origins 
and Development, 1870-1950, for example, Russell B. Nye argues that progressivism 
arose in the rural Midwest when agrarian reformers defended the democracy of the plains 
against encroaching corporate interests and industrial ideals; urban industrial centers and 
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social reformers, according to Nye, factored only incidentally in this process.12  More 
recently, Elizabeth Sanders has linked the emergence of the regulatory state to pressures 
from agrarian movements and farmer-worker alliances in Roots of Reform: Farmers, 
Workers, and the American State, 1877-1917.  By crediting rural insurgents with 
introducing the primary social critique of industrial capitalism, these works tend to 
underestimate the influence of urban midwestern social reformers on modern liberal 
thought as well as the impact of industrial and racial conflicts in the urban Midwest on 
evolving conceptions of the liberal state.13 
This dissertation adds to a growing body of scholarship that situates Chicago at 
the center of modern liberalism.  In recent years, historians have begun to recognize how 
the city has often provided a kind of blueprint for national political dynamics.14  Some of 
these scholars have emphasized how conflicts between labor and capital motivated the 
working class to seek reform through electoral political channels.15  In Labor and Urban 
Politics: Class Conflict and the Origins of Modern Liberalism in Chicago, 1864-97, for 
example, Richard Schneirov argues that industrial disputes led Chicago workers to 
transform the urban political system.  Other historians have provided alternative 
narratives of political mobilization that stress the influence of middle class social 
reformers and the institutions they created--settlement houses, voluntary organizations, 
women’s clubs, etc.--on liberal reform.16  This dissertation aligns with the latter body of 
scholarship by exploring how black and white liberal Chicagoans operated outside of 
formal political channels to alter the course of social reform and modern liberal thought.  
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As a work of scholarship focused on a particular region, this dissertation runs 
counter to the transnational outlook that has flourished in the fields of history and 
American Studies in recent years.  Given the boundary-crossing imperatives of the 
transnational paradigm, a regionalist outlook might seem inattentive to the border zones 
and global contact points that shape American culture and challenge the coherence of the 
nation-state ideal.  But, as Matthew Pratt Guterl reminds us, rightly, the notion of “place” 
remains a powerful explanatory tool, in part because it sustains the idea of borders to be 
crossed, and American Studies scholars should continue to embrace studies that 
conceptualize regions and nation-states as well as those that interrogate such 
frameworks.17  The same holds true for the discipline of American history, where 
scholars have recently illuminated the impact of hemispheric dialogue on American 
political ideas and institutions.18  In key episodes of social conflict in American history, 
such as race riots and large-scale strikes, it was what liberal thinkers observed about these 
events in their home cities and the local and regional histories that fed such disputes that 
proved most influential in their evolving social thought.  More generally, a regionalist 
framework continues to shed light on the intertwined histories of race relations and 
liberalism in the Progressive Era, when many black and white liberals continued to frame 
their narratives of black-white relations in the U.S. in regional terms. 
This dissertation also participates in a conversation among historians about the 
role of race in the evolution of modern liberalism.  Along with Joel Williamson’s The 
Crucible of Race: Black-White Relations in the American South Since Emancipation, 
Gary Gerstle’s American Crucible: Race and Nation in the Twentieth Century, and Carol 
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A. Horton’s Race and the Making of American Liberalism, this dissertation argues for the 
centrality of race, particularly black-white relations, to the development of modern liberal 
thought.19  At the same time, it provides an alternative viewpoint on this question by 
virtue of its urban, midwestern perspective and inclination to view white liberal thought 
on race as in flux rather than static in this period.  Williamson and Gerstle, for example, 
credit white supremacist southerners and northeastern liberals, respectively, with shaping 
the course of modern racial liberalism, and in general, scholars of racial thought in the 
U.S. have tended to frame their work in terms of North and South, thereby excluding the 
influence of the Midwest on the formation of racial ideologies.20  This dissertation 
corrects this oversight by describing a formative conversation on race relations among 
white and black liberals during the Progressive Era in the urban Midwest.  Also, while 
this dissertation, with Horton, investigates how race and class-based conceptions of 
reform influenced modern liberal thought, it counters the assumption that hierarchical 
notions of race and class were fixed in this period and instead maintains that the social 
outlook of some white liberals continued to evolve.21  In sum, this project seeks to add a 
midwestern perspective to conversations about race and liberalism and to provide a less 
static view of Progressive Era liberal thought on race. 
Moreover, this dissertation contributes to a discussion among literary scholars 
over the extent to which modern writers were attuned to the shifting boundaries of the 
liberal state.  Along with some recent works of modernist scholarship, this project views 
early-twentieth century novelists and poets as attentive to the evolution of modern 
liberalism and their texts as bearing the imprint of liberal politics.22  In New Deal 
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Modernism: American Literature and the Invention of the Welfare State, for example, 
Michael Szalay argues that modernist authors responded to a literary crisis of identity in 
the 1930s by drawing upon the strategies of risk management developed by liberal New 
Dealers.  Szalay also suggests, rightly, that contemporary writers on the literary and 
academic left sometimes overlook the cultural interplay between liberalism and literature 
because they tend to dismiss it as a credible political philosophy.  Building upon Szalay’s 
understanding of the relation between literature and liberal politics, this dissertation 
argues that the works of early twentieth-century writers such as Theodore Dreiser, Upton 
Sinclair, and Carl Sandburg were formed in dialogue with the liberal discourse of 
Chicago and registered the way in which liberal Chicagoans were negotiating the claims 
of race and class.   
Finally, this project adds to a body of literary criticism that investigates how 
modern writers drew literary value from the Midwest’s distinctive social, economic, and 
environmental features.23  In particular, it contributes to a literature that seeks to explain 
the role of Chicago in the development of the modern literary imagination.24  By 
exploring how the discourse of liberal Chicagoans shaped the social outlook of writers 
preoccupied with Chicago, this dissertation offers an alternative perspective on the city’s 
cultural meanings that focuses on Chicago’s transformation into an ambivalent symbol of 
U.S. democracy and liberal thought. 
Three assumptions underlie this project.  First, this dissertation relies on the 
notion that race and class are socially constructed--and therefore evolving and 
contingent--historical categories.25  By defining class in social as well as economic terms, 
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this dissertation differs from those scholars who adopt the Marxian view that class 
represents an objective grouping determined by the relations of production.  Instead, this 
project recognizes how the idea of “class” contained multiple connotations for late-
nineteenth century Americans--economic standing, social positioning, racial status, etc.--
and that its particular meaning depended upon the ideological context in which the term 
was used.  This dissertation also joins those scholars who understand liberalism as a 
variegated ideological phenomenon that has assumed multiple guises throughout U.S. 
history.26  Finally, with Gunnar Myrdal, this dissertation views U.S. race riots as 
“landmarks in history” for their destructiveness and uncommonness, and it builds upon 
this idea by examining how the emergence of racial violence in the Midwest shaped 
modern liberalism--a dynamic that sometimes receives cursory treatment in historical 
accounts.27 
Chapter One examines the emergence of a community of liberal Chicagoans in 
the early 1890s.  The chapter explores how social reformers like Addams, Lloyd, and 
Kelley and institutions like Hull House and the University of Chicago laid the ideological 
and institutional groundwork for a kind of liberalism that was investigative, pragmatic, 
class-oriented, and Chicago-centric.  A moral perspective on reform colored the outlook 
of many of these reformers, which led them to advance social ethical prescriptions for 
economic problems, yet their pragmatism and discoveries about the social order of 
industrial capitalism made them amenable to using state power to protect the working 
class.  In addition, liberal Chicagoans often framed their social critiques in terms of the 
conflict between labor and capital and tended to overlook how racial attitudes fueled 
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these disputes, and their encounters with other bodies of social thought, particularly 
Darwinism, reflected this trend.  Black reformers like Wells-Barnett, meanwhile, both 
participated in and challenged this discourse by stressing how racial discrimination 
reinforced social divisions between labor and capital.  The chapter concludes with a 
discussion of the 1893 World’s Columbian Exposition, which illuminated the new 
cultural authority of Chicago in the realms of industrial production and social reform 
while exposing the ideological divide between white and black liberals over the 
significance of racial prejudice in economic conflicts. 
Chapter Two analyzes how the Pullman Strike of 1894 shaped the liberal 
discourse on class in Chicago and across the nation.  When the Pullman dispute shut 
down the nation’s rail system and led to rioting in Chicago, it caused liberal Chicagoans 
to fixate on the conflict between labor and capital and to further develop their social 
ethical prescriptions for reform.  The strike also exposed the racial tensions that underlay 
relations between white and black laborers, in particular by illuminating how black 
strikebreaking and labor movement racism had nurtured the idea that blacks represented a 
“scab race.”  In the aftermath of the Pullman strike, white liberal thinkers narrowed their 
conception of class to its economic connotations while ignoring its racial dimensions, and 
their social analyses of the dispute shaped a larger national discussion that included black 
leaders like Booker T. Washington.  The social conditions of the city in this period also 
shaped the convictions of recently arrived liberal Chicagoans, including the journalist 
Ray Stannard Baker and the philosopher John Dewey.  Following the strike, liberal 
Chicagoans became leaders in the national discourse on class and the city of Chicago 
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emerged as a kind of cultural authority on the social problems of industrial capitalism.  
The chapter closes with a discussion of how Theodore Dreiser’s Sister Carrie embodied 
many of the assumptions of the liberal discourse of Chicago and captured the evolving 
connotations of the city in the cultural imagination. 
Chapter Three explores how rising interracial violence in the North and Midwest 
during the 1900s prodded liberal Chicagoans to expand their conception of class conflict 
to include its racial coordinates.  Disturbed by the rise of lynchings and interracial strike 
warfare in their own region, white liberal Chicagoans began to recognize race relations as 
a national, not a southern, problem and to reconsider the relation between labor-capital 
disputes and racial antagonism.  Black reformers like Wells-Barnett and Du Bois also 
played key roles in this process by pressuring white liberals to confront how racism 
fueled white-on-black violence and conflicts between workers and employers.  The social 
conditions of Chicago, too, encouraged white liberal Chicagoans to reframe their thinking 
on class, particularly when large-scale meatpacking and teamsters’ strikes revealed how 
labor movement racism and black strikebreaking led to interracial violence and 
perpetuated the “scab race” ideology.  As a result of these social trends, white liberal 
Chicagoans like Addams and Baker began to develop a new kind of racial consciousness 
in their thinking about class relations.  At the same time, however, despite their evolving 
ideas about class, white liberal Chicagoans continued to reinforce discriminatory racial 
attitudes.  The chapter concludes with a discussion of how these currents were captured 
in Upton Sinclair’s The Jungle, which registered the shifting conceptual boundaries of the 
liberal discourse of Chicago and also challenged its gradualist approach to social reform. 
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Chapter Four analyzes how ongoing interracial violence in the South and Midwest 
continued to nurture the racial consciousness of liberal Chicagoans--and expose its limits.  
Riots in Atlanta, Georgia and Springfield, Illinois, especially, catalyzed a national 
discussion on race relations in which liberal Chicagoans and reformers like Du Bois 
helped to lay the conceptual groundwork for the NAACP, the first permanent 
organization dedicated to protecting African American civil rights.  The discourse 
surrounding these events represented the high-water mark of racial liberalism in the 
Progressive Era, yet it also exposed how white and black social reformers differed 
sharply over how best to improve racial conditions, with white liberals favoring social 
ethical solutions and African American liberals calling for the state to defend black 
rights.  This public conversation revealed, too, the ambivalence over race that colored the 
social democratic thought of white liberals--how their dedication to the cause of social 
democracy co-existed uneasily with their racialist assumptions about African Americans.  
The chapter then turns to the Progressive Party convention of 1912, which revealed the 
political limits of racial liberalism, particularly when presidential nominee Theodore 
Roosevelt refused to incorporate a racial plank into his progressive economic agenda.  In 
the aftermath of the convention, white liberals began to abandon the notion that the 
pursuits of economic and racial justice were interrelated democratic projects.  Chapter 
Four closes with an analysis of how Carl Sandburg’s Chicago Poems continued the 
ideological work of transforming Chicago into an ambivalent symbol of social 
democratic thought by linking the city to both the working class movement and to the 
cultural racism perpetuated in labor and social reform circles. 
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Chapter Five analyzes liberal responses to race riots in the late 1910s and assesses 
their significance for the development of modern liberal thought.  First, the chapter 
describes how the outbreak of World War I heightened the demand for black labor in the 
North and Midwest and quickened the northward migration of southern blacks, which led 
to growing tensions between black and white workers and residents that culminated in the 
East St. Louis race riot of 1917.  While black reformers like Wells-Barnett and Du Bois 
highlighted the racism of white laborers in explaining the riot, many white liberals 
remained silent on the conflict, a reflection of their growing unwillingness to 
acknowledge the racial dimensions of class conflict.  In the aftermath of World War I, as 
U.S. industrial relations deteriorated and tensions between blacks and whites worsened, a 
devastating race riot erupted in Chicago in 1919 that illuminated how racial tensions in 
factories, neighborhoods, and public spaces fueled interracial conflict.  The public debate 
over the origins of the riot exposed the ideological fault line that divided white and black 
social reformers: while black thinkers like Abbott, Wells-Barnett, and Du Bois 
emphasized how the prejudice of white workers and residents had sparked the riot, white 
liberals like Sandburg downplayed the role of racial antagonism and highlighted other 
social and economic pressures.  The chapter concludes with a discussion of the final 
report of the Chicago Commission on Race Relations, which challenged prevailing white 
assumptions about blacks but also adopted a middle class, moral view on racial advance 
that glossed over the links between the riot and white prejudice and recommended ethical 
over structural solutions for averting racial violence.  Ultimately, the discourse 
surrounding the riot contributed to a liberal social vision that explained social conflicts in 
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economic, not racial terms, and that collapsed the pursuit of black civil rights into the 
broader campaign for working class justice.  
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Chapter One 
 
“To Bear Independent Witness to Social Righteousness”: 
The Investigatory Mode of Liberal Chicagoans 
 
“The Youngest of the Great Cities”: The Promise and Perils of Chicago 
 
For many urban midwestern liberals in the 1890s, the social and economic 
promise of America could be summed up in one word: Chicago.  Labor movement 
crusader and independent journalist Henry Demarest Lloyd, for one, hailed the city as 
“the youngest of the great cities of the youngest of the great nations” in his landmark 
anti-monopolist study Wealth Against Commonwealth (1894).1  The parallel that Lloyd 
drew between Chicago and America in the course of his analysis of encroaching 
corporate power did not reflect the sentimental devotion of a longtime resident.  Rather, 
Lloyd’s characterization of the city signaled the growing prominence of Chicago, now 
the sixth largest metropolis in the world, as an industrial power and as an emerging 
symbol of U.S. nationalism and democracy.2  For Lloyd, Chicago’s importance in 
relation to other American cities corresponded with the United States’ positioning vis-à-
vis other national powers: the youthful city--and nation--was ascendant as an economic 
powerhouse and engine of democratic reform.  As a result, Lloyd remained sanguine 
about society’s readiness for new forms of political and industrial organization even 
though he had just penned a withering indictment of large-scale American corporations in 
which he decried their stranglehold on economic democracy. “The good word or good 
deed of Chicago in the morning,” he suggested, “may be the inspiration of Calcutta 
before nightfall.”3  Not only did this aside express Lloyd’s confidence in the global 
vitality of the progressive social reform movement, it revealed the priority of place he 
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assigned to Chicago in an emerging national discourse on how to achieve economic 
democracy for U.S. society.  The city, Lloyd intimated, anchored this dialogue. 
One must take the long view of Chicago’s economic development in order to 
make sense of Lloyd’s Chicago-centric nationalism, which, at first glance, seems an 
oddly narrow perspective for one possessing Lloyd’s expansive social vision and 
international outlook on democratic reform.  After the federal government had pressured 
the Potawatomi Indians into signing away the last of their ancestral lands around Chicago 
in 1833, the city had experienced nothing short of phenomenal growth, evolving from a 
small trading outpost into an industrial metropolis at a dizzying pace.  Geography abetted 
this incredible social and economic transformation: Chicago’s favorable location on Lake 
Michigan meant cheaper transportation to points east, which, in turn, allowed the city to 
buy eastern goods in bulk at lower costs while offering higher prices for agricultural 
products shipping west.  In addition, the emergence of rail transport had fueled Chicago’s 
phenomenal growth.  When railroads emerged in the mid-nineteenth century as a faster 
and more efficient alternative to water-based transport, it catalyzed Chicago’s ascent to 
commercial powerhouse.  Because Chicago linked the “trunk” lines of the east with the 
“fan” lines of the west in the rail system, the city became the primary wholesale market 
of the midcontinent, a circumstance encouraged by eastern capitalists, who owned or 
controlled most Chicago-centered railroads.  By the 1860s, Chicago had established itself 
as a “gateway metropolis” that connected the settlements and natural resources of the 
West with the markets and financial networks of the East.  Resource-processing 
businesses such as grain, lumber, livestock, and, later, iron and steel, were drawn to the 
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city on account of its favorable trade conditions and advantageous position in the national 
rail network, and these industries all underwent tremendous growth.  Chicago also 
experienced a manufacturing boom as makers of machine tools, hardware, furniture, and 
agricultural implements sought to meet burgeoning rural demand for natural resources, 
home furnishings, and laborsaving devices.  More than other city, Chicago had shaped 
the midwestern economy and fostered a truly national network of market exchange, 
making it possible to put Wyoming beef or Iowa wheat on New England tables with 
speed and regularity.  By the beginning of the 1890s, Chicago had become the second 
largest city in the country, and it rivaled or led all other cities in such industries as 
meatpacking, cooperage, agricultural implements, foundry and machine shop products, 
leather, and lumber.4 
One other cultural development fueled Chicago’s explosive growth and budding 
association with economic modernity: the emergence of the corporation.  In the post-
bellum era, the North had witnessed the rise of a new kind of commercial entity, the 
large-scale business enterprise, which differed profoundly from the modestly sized firms 
that had dominated the antebellum economy.  Unlike their smaller-scale predecessors, 
corporations massed enormous pools of capital, took on an expanded range of economic 
functions, created facilities that could mass produce goods for a national market, and 
experienced much higher fixed costs on account of the massive capital investments they 
required.  In addition, corporations had developed a distinctive organizational model that 
separated ownership from management and that relied upon elaborate administrative 
bureaucracies to manage the operation of complex processes of production and 
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distribution, the result of which gave big businesses a much more impersonal feel than 
smaller, owner-managed firms.  Corporations had first appeared in the railroad industry 
in the 1850s and 1860s, and technological advances and the development of national 
transportation and communication networks had led to their emergence in the 
manufacturing sector in the 1880s.  As these new economic behemoths acquired 
unheralded wealth and power, they became the defining commercial institution of Gilded 
Age America, and Chicago played a conspicuous role in the movement toward greater 
capital accumulation.  Powerful Chicago-based corporations arose--Swift & Company 
and Armour & Company in the meat-processing industry, McCormick Harvesting 
Machine Company in the agricultural machinery business, to name but a few--that 
transformed the city into an industrial center and a symbol of America’s new corporate 
regime.  By 1890, large-scale business enterprises provided work for over one-third of 
Chicago’s wage earners.5  In short, for many Americans, including Lloyd, Chicago 
embodied the modernizing, commercial spirit of the nation, and throughout the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, social scientists and cultural observers 
repeatedly looked to the city to forecast key economic trends in the nation.6  
In addition to capturing how Chicago had emerged as new industrial metropolis in 
the 1890s, Lloyd’s comments reflected how an influential community of liberals and 
social reformers had recently risen to prominence in the city.  The publication of Lloyd’s 
Wealth Against Commonwealth, a groundbreaking treatise on the problem of monopoly 
capitalism, illustrated how liberal Chicagoans, unsettled by the economic climate of their 
city, and nation, had begun to play a central role in the public discussion of the social 
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consequences of industrial expansion and capital accumulation.  It also illuminated how 
liberal Chicagoans were developing a distinctive perspective on social reform, one 
shaped by their ongoing encounters with the social and economic conditions of Chicago. 
Finally, Lloyd’s preoccupation with Chicago reflected how some writers and 
social critics were beginning to view the city as emblematic of the American economic 
and cultural order.  Because of its critical new role in the national economy, Chicago had 
powerfully stimulated the cultural imagination, and by the 1890s, the city had come to 
emblematize the very logic of capitalism by continuously performing the conversion of 
natural resources into capital.7  With its merchant princes, corporate enterprises, 
industrial output, and bustling networks of exchange, Chicago appeared to some visitors 
as the epicenter of the modern capitalist regime.  English writer H.G. Wells, for one, 
described Chicago as the “most perfect presentation of nineteenth century individualist 
industrialism I have ever seen.”8  By harnessing the commercial energies of the nation in 
a way that produced systemic economic changes, the city had generated new cultural 
associations linking it to capitalism, technology, and industrial modernity.  Locomotives, 
especially, symbolized the central role that Chicago played in the economic development 
of the nation.  As Theodore Dreiser wrote in Sister Carrie, his epic tale of Chicago in the 
early 1890s, the city’s “vast net-works of tracks” were the “sign and insignia of 
Chicago.”9 
It is understandable, then, why social reformers like Lloyd were attentive to the 
rising cultural profile of Chicago and portrayed it, without hyperbole or irony, as a 
pacesetter for the globe.  When Lloyd suggested that Chicago might inspire the world, he 
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captured these four different connotations of the city: how it had emerged with stunning 
speed as a new industrial powerhouse; how this shift had fostered a community of liberals 
and social reformers attentive to the city’s social and economic conditions and willing to 
confront the corporate capitalist regime; how these liberal Chicagoans had become 
influential participants in a broader national discourse on social reform; and how the city 
had developed new cultural associations linked to corporate power, industrialism, 
transportation networks, and technological advance. 
Lloyd’s sense of Chicago’s emerging importance corresponded with the 
perspective of his close friend and collaborator, settlement house leader Jane Addams, 
another influential contributor to the liberal discourse of Chicago in the 1890s.  Since its 
incorporation in 1889, Addams’ Hull House had rapidly become a center of community-
based reform initiatives and ideological debate, and Addams had emerged as a settlement 
pioneer and public figure of national standing.  For Addams, Chicago’s distinctive 
promise lay in how it reflected the “awakening to self-consciousness” of the American 
city, how it brought together economic and demographic forces in a way that promoted 
new ways of thinking about urban reform.10  When taking the measure the city, Addams 
described it as “foremost in the effort to connect the unregulated overgrowth of the huge 
centers of population, with the astonishingly rapid development of industrial enterprises” 
and “foremost to carry on the preliminary discussion through which a basis was laid for 
like-mindedness and the coördination of divers wills.”11  In Addams’ view, Chicago had 
not only brought the social and economic conditions of industrialization into unusually 
sharp relief, it had produced the intellectual vanguard of a national discourse on social 
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thought.  Again, such a perspective did not reflect a narrow midwestern provincialism on 
the part of Addams, who had grown up on the northern frontier of Illinois in the tiny 
village of Cedarville.12  By the time she made these observations, Addams had traveled 
widely across the United States and Europe, and she had developed a finely tuned sense 
of regional and historical perspective along the way.  Nor did her attitude about Chicago 
mirror her lifelong preoccupation with the living conditions of working-class immigrant 
families in the neighborhoods surrounding Hull House.  Rather, Addams perceived that 
Chicago, given its tremendous industrial development, exploding population, and vibrant 
reform community, was especially well suited for studying the social and environmental 
inequities attendant to modern industry and for experimenting with new approaches to 
urban social organization.  As a result, Addams believed, Chicago had produced an 
unusually robust discourse related to social reform and the industrial capitalist regime--a 
judgment that her widespread travels and extensive participation in liberal gatherings 
qualified her to make.13 
Other progressive social reformers in Chicago’s liberal network echoed this belief 
that the city’s social and material conditions had given rise to a singular discourse with 
the potential to advance the cause of democracy in the United States.  During a speaking 
tour of England and Scotland in the spring of 1894, African American journalist and anti-
lynching activist Ida B. Wells, for example, referred to Chicago as “the freest city in 
America in expression of opinion in favor of the negro” when describing the ongoing, 
violent oppression of blacks in America to an audience in Liverpool.14  Wells had visited 
Chicago for the first time in 1893 after incendiary comments she made about the nature 
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of southern race relations had led to her expulsion from Memphis, Tennessee, and, by 
proxy, from the South.  During her initial stay in Chicago, Wells had immediately 
recognized that the intellectual climate of the city was more receptive to arguments on 
behalf of African American civil rights and that such a place would allow her 
considerably more latitude in publically expressing her opinions on the continued social 
and economic oppression of blacks.  No doubt the greater civil liberties enjoyed by black 
residents were also particularly noticeable to Wells because she had just left her lifelong 
home in the South, where state legislatures had recently begun to enact Jim Crow laws 
that severely curtailed blacks’ civil and political rights.  With this legislation, white 
political elites had managed to disfranchise the majority of blacks through such devices 
as literacy tests and poll taxes and to enforce segregation in public facilities, including 
trains, streetcars, and steamboats.  Recognizing that the city would afford her more social 
and political freedoms as well as provide a base for her reform campaigns, Wells had 
made Chicago her permanent home by 1895, and for the rest of her life she used the city 
as a staging ground for her war against lynching and other forms of social and economic 
injustice directed at blacks.  Throughout her career, Wells referred to Chicago as a site 
where blacks could experience genuine political recognition.15 
Perhaps no writer registered this sense of the city’s perceived promise better than 
Dreiser in Sister Carrie.  When protagonist Carrie Meeber leaves her small hometown of 
Columbia City, Wisconsin in search of economic prospects and social advance, she takes 
a train to Chicago, binding her embryonic hopes to the city.  A middle class, native-born 
midwesterner and pastoral innocent, Carrie’s economic and social longings naturally 
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direct her toward Chicago.16  Dreiser reported how “since infancy her ears had been full 
of its fame,” and as she gazes upon the verdant countryside from her railroad car berth, 
Carrie slips into a pastoral reverie in which she reproduces the kinds of imaginative 
associations that Chicago induces in the prospective newcomer: economic opportunity, 
urban cultural attractions, wealth, and, of course, train stations.17  Dreiser wrote: “A half-
equipped little knight she was, venturing to reconnoiter the mysterious city and dreaming 
wild dreams of some vague, far-off supremacy which should make it prey and subject, 
the proper penitent.”18  Portraying Carrie’s vision of the city as a kind of chivalric 
daydream, Dreiser assigned a tragic nobility to her journey: Chicago’s commercial 
empire, Dreiser suggested, continuously inspired economic and social fantasies about 
self-development among midwesterners in which they, like Carrie, might somehow “win” 
the city.  It was these sorts of dreams, grounded in Chicago’s rapid economic growth, 
which made the city seem “a giant magnet, drawing to itself from all quarters the hopeful 
and the hopeless.”19 
At the same time, these writers and reformers remained keenly aware that the city 
also embodied the very opposite of democratic promise.  In fact, Chicago seemed to 
perpetually manifest industrial capitalism’s most glaring difficulties--social deprivation, 
low wages, high unemployment levels, destructive strikes, rapacious industrialists, and 
later, racial conflict--on a distinctly epic scale.  Lloyd, for example, pointed to Chicago’s 
“Big Four” meatpacking trust, which controlled 90 percent of the city’s beef business, 
and its efforts to bankrupt local butchers who refused to buy dressed meat, as proof of 
economic tyranny and predatory capitalism.20  For Addams, Chicago meant a relentless 
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and disturbing stream of socioeconomic hardships for its working class immigrant 
citizens--hazardous or oppressive working conditions, unsanitary living arrangements, 
insufficient educational opportunities, etc.--that she pointed to as evidence of “industrial 
maladjustment.”21  Wells, meanwhile, despite her sanguine outlook on Chicago’s social 
and political prospects for blacks, nonetheless wrote ominously in the 1890s of how 
lynching was on the rise in Illinois and more generally in the North and Midwest.22  Even 
Lloyd, for all his heady optimism, minced no words when he named Chicago “the 
Carthage of the modern world,” a formulation that evoked both a destructive, grasping 
materialism and modern society’s ethical decay.23 
As for Dreiser’s “Sister Carrie,” her initial enthusiasm about the city is short-
lived.  As Carrie’s train hurtles onward to Chicago, a friendly, attractive young salesman, 
Charles Drouet, disrupts her pastoral reverie and attempts to gain her trust by offering to 
introduce her to the city’s attractions.  Carrie feels ambivalent about the ingratiating 
capitalist, by turns attracted to and wary of him, but the changing environment outside the 
train registers the predatory nature of Drouet’s advance, where “across wide stretches of 
flat open prairie they could see lines of telegraph poles stalking across the fields toward 
the great city.”24  The landscape, in other words, points up the true design of Chicago’s 
urban industry: it has made a hunting ground of the rural Middle West, and its emissary, 
Drouet, is less an empathetic fellow traveler than a roving industrialist trolling for 
pastoral resources to ravish.  And though Carrie initially resists Drouet’s overtures, he 
introduces her to the world of class divisions and social rank nonetheless when his fine 
attire makes her “conscious of an inequality.”25  Her futile resistance to his advances 
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parallels their approach to Chicago: Drouet’s attempted seduction of Carrie reflects the 
manner in which the city, with its “cunning wiles,” continuously seduces rural 
midwesterners by conjuring fantasies of material and social gain.26  Their budding 
relation corresponds with the increasing “signs” for Chicago and suggests how the 
struggle between economic groups and Carrie’s own felt inequality would only intensify 
as she drew nearer the city.  Before Carrie has even set foot in Chicago, then, she is 
already entangled in a web of predatory relations grounded in the modern corporate 
enterprise.  It is no wonder that Carrie’s heart is troubled by “a kind of terror” as she 
passes into the city.27 
 
“The Economic Unity of Society”: Jane Addams, Hull House, and the Investigatory 
Impulse of Liberal Chicagoans  
 
This combustible mixture of promise and peril, the way in which Chicago seemed 
a magnet for both “the hopeful and the hopeless,” galvanized an influential liberal 
discourse in the city during the 1890s that would shape the assumptions of modern 
American liberalism.28  Fluidity marked this emerging community of liberal Chicagoans.  
While some were lifelong participants in this discourse, others joined it for a time before 
moving on to other locales.  Key contributors spanned professions, races, and sexes: this 
cohort of thinkers not only included social reformers like Addams, Lloyd, Wells, and 
Florence Kelley, it also included journalists like Ray Stannard Baker and Robert Abbott 
and academics like John Dewey and Charles Johnson.  In addition, writers such as 
Theodore Dreiser, Upton Sinclair, and Carl Sandburg played critical roles in bringing this 
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discussion into the cultural sphere and in illuminating its significance for the liberal 
tradition. 
This community of liberal Chicagoans also bridged the middle and working 
classes.  Many of them came from middle class backgrounds, but a few, such as Wells 
and Sandburg, were of working class origins, and the relative social positioning of these 
various thinkers shaped their perspective on reform.  Some middle class liberal 
Chicagoans, for example, promoted the conventional values of education and property 
accumulation in their social analyses, and for those who attended institutions of higher 
learning, their scholarly endeavors often fueled their desire to improve existing social 
conditions.  A few middle class liberal Chicagoans--Addams and Lloyd, for example--
could devote their energies exclusively to social reform because of the financial resources 
they possessed.  At the same time, some liberal Chicagoans criticized the middle class 
culture in which they were enmeshed for failing to engage directly with social problems, 
and this led them to create new forms of association, such as settlement houses, that 
brought together the middle and working classes.  The middle class standing of many of 
these liberal Chicagoans also tended to constrain their social vision by encouraging them 
to seek reforms that preserved the social order of capitalism.  Those from working or 
lower class backgrounds, on the other hand, such as Sandburg or Wells, were more 
willing to challenge the social and economic status quo and quicker to embrace structural 
solutions to social problems. 
The fluid, capacious nature of this community reflected a broader cultural trend: 
how settlement workers, muckraking journalists, academics, political ideologues, and 
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novelists all participated in the reform movements of the era.  The rise of interest-group 
politics, especially, had encouraged this shift.  Mass political parties and partisanship had 
dominated American politics since the 1820s, but the party system started to weaken in 
the 1890s as voter turnout declined and party allegiances waned.  Increasingly, voluntary 
organizations and single-interest pressure groups began to shape liberal politics and to 
provide key outlets for political expression, particularly for those excluded from electoral 
politics such as women and African Americans.29  In back of this development lay the 
emergence of women’s political culture: middle class female social reformers, drawing 
on the ideal of motherhood in order to justify a greater role in public affairs, had created 
moral reform societies, women’s clubs, and social service organizations that pioneered 
new methods for influencing government outside of the electoral process.30  Liberal 
Chicagoans became influential participants in this web of voluntary organizations, civic 
clubs, and settlement houses, and though some did occasionally venture into electoral 
politics, their experiences in that realm typically resulted in disillusionment and 
reinforced their desire to operate outside of the political party system.  
These liberal Chicagoans did not self-identify as a “Chicago group” or necessarily 
portray their collective intellectual endeavors as fundamentally rooted in Chicago.  But 
they were linked by a set of shared assumptions about liberalism and Chicago and by the 
institutional and personal connections that cohort members made and sustained among 
themselves, the result of which was a distinctive approach to socioeconomic problems 
that exerted a powerful influence on the trajectory of modern liberal thought.  At the core 
of their thinking was a kind of investigatory impulse that sought to expose the hidden 
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social and economic processes of industrial capitalist society, to root out “a better truth,” 
as Lloyd put it.31  This instinct to reveal, in particular the destructive social dynamics that 
had resulted from industrial capitalism, took different forms for these reformers.  But all 
understood their role as fundamentally one of inquiry, where the careful parsing of 
socioeconomic data would generate insights into industrial society, and this approach 
shaped their agendas for social reform. 
Such an approach reflected their debt to the emerging philosophy of pragmatism.  
This theory of knowledge held that the production of truth was contingent upon evolving 
social conditions, and it rejected a priori idealism altogether.  In developing a pragmatic 
outlook, these reformers came to eschew ideological dogma, preferring instead to rely on 
disinterested fact-finding and reasoned debate to formulate their prescriptions for modern 
industrial society.  Their efforts to perform non-partisan analyses of social problems often 
reflected journalistic training, too, which tended to bolster their philosophical 
pragmatism.  Such theoretical adaptability made their discourse hospitable to a wide-
range of ideological proclivities, from the democratic socialism of Lloyd to the ante-caste 
liberalism of Wells to the social egalitarianism of Addams.  At bottom, methods mattered 
more than doctrines for these reformers, and they were quite comfortable, for the most 
part, working within a liberal framework in order to advance their particular campaigns 
against social and economic injustice.  As a result of their pragmatic, non-ideological 
approach, these liberal Chicagoans tended to resist the blanket application of influential 
theories like social Darwinism, instead drawing upon the dominant intellectual trends 
selectively in developing their own ideas for democratizing industrial society. 
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Because of their resistance to philosophical dogma and their commitment to 
redressing the socioeconomic inequalities attendant to the rise of industrial capitalism, 
these reformers challenged the dominant theory of political and economic organization: 
classical liberalism.  At the heart of classical liberal thought was a negative view of 
liberty, which held that a government best preserved civil liberties through restraint--by 
not bringing power to bear on the social and economic affairs of the electorate and 
instead allowing citizens to associate unhampered by the state.  In the realm of political 
economy, this perspective on liberty found expression in the ideology of laissez-faire 
economics: classical liberal theorists like eighteenth-century economist Adam Smith had 
argued that unrestrained capitalism would most naturally and efficiently meet social 
needs through the operation of the economic laws of supply and demand.  Nineteenth-
century liberals that adopted this perspective tended to resist state interference in 
economic affairs except when such interference helped to protect the rights of private 
property.  Unlike classical liberals, however, these liberal Chicagoans adopted a positive 
view of liberty, which maintained that protecting the social and economic rights of 
citizens now required the forces of the state in order offset the inequities produced by 
industrial capitalism.  As a result, these reformers were receptive, in varying degrees, to 
bringing state and federal power to bear upon the economic and social status quo, an 
orientation reinforced by their pragmatism, which called for the continual rethinking of 
first principles based upon changing social conditions.  While their prescriptions for 
expanding state authority were diverse--ranging from protective legislation for laborers to 
state ownership of railroads to federal oversight of corporations--their varied approaches 
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to marshalling federal power did not signal dissension within their ranks so much as the 
intellectual capaciousness and exploratory bent of the era.  At the same time, however, it 
would be a mistake to think of these Chicagoans as unabashed statists.  In fact, they often 
sought to wed notions of state power to the ideal of self-cultivation, and as result, their 
vision of a stronger state was ultimately a measured one, even for those most inclined 
toward statist ends.  Their pragmatic orientation, too, made them wary of settled 
ideologies about the role of the federal government in economic and social affairs, and in 
the end, their pragmatism trumped their statism. 
Central to their thinking about modern industrial society was the idea of class, a 
concept that both structured and ultimately divided their collective approach to social 
reform.  For late nineteenth-century society, class was an evolving, multidimensional 
construct whose connotations were contingent upon ideological context.  When socialist 
theorists or labor insurgents, for example, invoked the notion of class, they relied on a 
Marxian perspective--that the relations of production fostered an ongoing struggle, 
mediated by technology, between the worker and capitalist classes, which inevitably 
resulted in proletarian revolution.  Alternatively, discussions of social reform among 
liberal intellectuals or settlement workers might focus on the social dimensions of class, 
that is, one’s positioning within the ranks of society according to wealth or social status.  
Or, in the context of industrial or racial conflict, the idea of social class might refer to 
one’s cultural background, for example the “foreign classes,” or have racial connotations, 
such as the “black class” of citizen.32  Though liberal Chicagoans had occasion to adopt 
all of these uses of the term, during the socioeconomic upheavals of the 1890s these 
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social reformers increasingly narrowed their focus to the economic dimensions of class, 
which meant privileging a point of view that focused on the economic divisions within 
late nineteenth-century society, particularly those between laborers and capitalists.  Jane 
Addams was emblematic in this regard.  In the earlier part of the 1890s, Addams tended 
to pivot between social and economic perspectives on class as her argumentation 
required: she relied upon such social categories as “educators,” “leisure class,” and 
“wage-workers” in one moment and drew upon the economic framework of  “capitalist” 
and “working-man” in the next.33  By 1895, however, she had more consistently adopted 
an economic perspective on class, framing her discussions in terms of workers and 
capitalists and defining the “industrial problem” as the key one of the times.34  Still, even 
though Addams and other Chicago reformers relied upon economic categories of 
analysis, this did not mean that they reached Marxian or other resolutely structural 
conclusions about the role of the state in a liberal society.  As did social democratic 
theorists like economist Richard T. Ely, Christian theologian Walter Rauschenbusch, and 
the British Fabian socialists Beatrice and Sidney Webb, liberal Chicagoans rejected the 
revolutionary conclusions of Marx’s conflict-driven theory of class--though not his 
analytic framework--and instead promoted a cooperative vision of class relations in 
which increasing economic interdependence between workers and management would 
lead to inter-class solidarity in the industrial capitalist order.  Once labor and capital 
recognized their mutual interests, so this line of thinking went, a new sense of social 
responsibility would take root.  In adopting this community-of-interests approach to 
industrial relations, these reformers also supported a moderate, gradualist approach to 
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state-building and social reform, one intended to socialize all classes rather than simply 
collapse the managerial classes into the proletariat.  Such a conception of class and social 
change ultimately led liberal Chicagoans to favor ethical over structural solutions to the 
economic problems they confronted, which also served to temper their statism.35 
This intense focus on the economic dimensions of class within Chicago’s liberal 
discourse tended to swallow up concerns over its social aspects--especially the racial 
tensions between white and black Americans.  Because white liberal Chicagoans focused 
above all on economic divisions within society, practically none of them showed interest 
in or the capacity to conceptualize the links between economic and racial forms of 
antagonism when their discourse took shape in the 1890s.  Increasingly preoccupied with 
economic inequity during that decade, they tended to conflate all groups into economic 
categories and to overlook how racial discrimination reinforced divisions between the 
laboring and capitalist classes.  It was left to black liberal Chicagoans like Wells to 
foreground the connections between racial and economic conflict, and such efforts both 
advanced the broader national conversation on economic reform and pushed the class-
based thinking of white liberal Chicagoans into new racial terrain.  In other words, the 
color line--or rather the color line over the relative significance of the color line in 
economic matters--was an enduring fault line in the liberal discourse of 1890s Chicago.  
In the first two decades of the twentieth century, however, liberal Chicagoans began 
broadening their conception of class to include its racial dimensions.  Confronted with 
rising racial violence in the industrial capitalist order of the urban Midwest and facing 
mounting pressure from black reformers to acknowledge how racial discrimination 
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underpinned labor-capital conflicts, liberal Chicagoans began to interrogate the 
relationship between economic tensions and black-white relations in the corporate 
capitalist regime.  Their attempts to understand the racial dimensions of class in the 
1900s and 1910s would become a defining feature of the liberal discourse of Chicago, 
paving the way for a national discussion on the matter that would have enduring 
consequences for modern liberal idealism. 
If these social reformers disagreed over the degree to which race held sway over 
economic arrangements, their perspectives on class nonetheless comported in one crucial 
way: all evinced a kind of Chicago-centrism in their social thought.  For these thinkers, 
the social and economic convulsions that Chicago experienced between 1890 and 1920 
were crucial events: the city’s industrial and racial conflicts in those years, along with 
escalating violence between blacks and whites in the urban Midwest, shaped their 
analyses of class tensions in a corporate capitalist society.  As these social reformers 
responded to evolving social conditions in Chicago, and the midwestern region, they 
drew upon the city’s liberal discourse for inspiration, debate, and resources, and they 
produced a distinctive and influential body of social thought in the course of pursuing 
their various emancipatory projects.  In the end, these social reformers viewed Chicago as 
a critical site for the ongoing evolution of American liberalism, and each of them played 
a role in transforming the city into a national cultural symbol that connoted both the 
social perils of industrial capitalism and the democratic promise of social reform.  
 
 	  
40	  
Jane Addams arrived in Chicago in 1889 and quickly emerged as a vital 
contributor to the emerging discourse on class among liberal Chicagoans.  Raised on 
Illinois’ pastoral northern frontier, she had attended a local college there, Rockford 
Female Seminary.  Addams was one of a burgeoning group of middle class women who 
successfully pursued a college degree, a trend encouraged by the establishment of 
women’s colleges and the broadening of state university acceptance policies for women 
in the 1860s and 1870s.  But after graduating from the seminary in 1881, Addams 
struggled to make connections between her intellectual endeavors and the real world 
suffering that she observed around her.  Uncertain of how to pursue her moral ambitions, 
which included a growing devotion to democratic social ideals and an inchoate though 
powerful desire for “economic peace,” Addams spent a year in medical school and 
travelled extensively in Europe before deciding to establish a settlement house as a 
practical and professional vehicle for her democratic idealism.36  She drew much of her 
inspiration from the English settlement movement and her visit in 1888 to Toynbee Hall, 
where Samuel and Henrietta Barnett had instituted a program in which college students 
worked to improve the social conditions of London’s East End by living among the 
resident poor.  In September of the following year, with the help of her college friend 
Ellen Gates Starr, Addams launched Hull House in Chicago’s Nineteenth Ward, a poor, 
diverse working-class district that embodied the kinds of social ills--inadequate public 
education facilities, overcrowded tenement housing, poorly paved streets, public waste 
problems--that plagued the modern industrial city.37  One writer for the Woman’s Journal 
referred to it, fittingly, as a “Chicago Toynbee Hall.”38 
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Addams classified the work of Hull House into four distinct categories: social, 
educational, humanitarian, and civic.  On the social side, Hull House hosted clubs for 
women and youth as well as special nights that encouraged ward residents, most of whom 
were recent immigrants from southern and eastern Europe, to find and celebrate common 
cultural ground.  To meet the didactic aspect of the mission, the settlement offered 
industrial education classes and college extension courses to the surrounding community.  
Hull House also supplied critical “humanitarian” services, by serving as an information 
and interpretation bureau for immigrants who spoke little or no English, for example, or 
by establishing a cooperative boarding house for young working class women known as 
the Jane Club.  Finally, Hull House residents often led the civic charge for the 
neighborhood, and sometimes the city, on matters of public concern.  For instance, 
settlement workers lobbied for new public school facilities before the Board of Education 
and reported on the ward’s sanitary conditions to the Health Department, and Addams 
became garbage inspector for the ward out of concern for accumulating refuse and its role 
in spreading disease.39 
Addams’ notion of civic duty was a broad one, and it naturally aligned Hull 
House with the burgeoning labor movement and its efforts to secure a living wage, 
shorter hours, safer working conditions, and union recognition for the workingman.  The 
settlement helped organize two women’s unions, the shirtmakers and the cloakmakers, 
and it often worked to secure arbitration for strikes, for example the Star Knitting Works 
strike of April 1892.  In addition, Hull House provided working class laborers, settlement 
residents, and middle-class professionals and reformers with an opportunity to express 
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and debate their views on such topics as progressive taxation, strikes, trade unions, 
socialism, and even black-white relations in the Working People’s Social Science Club.40  
The settlement also joined the Trade and Labor Assembly, a moderate trade unionist 
organization, in investigating the notorious sweating system, an economic arrangement in 
which garment manufacturers subcontracted the finishing work to middlemen who 
assembled the clothing in tenement sweatshops of deplorable working conditions.  All of 
this garnered Hull House, and Addams, an early reputation for sympathy for working 
class concerns that only grew stronger as the decade progressed.41 
Addams’ support of the labor movement reflected her broader goal of 
democratizing social relations in industrial society.  In the summer of 1892, Addams 
eloquently articulated the social democratic vision that underlay Hull House’s mission 
when the School of Applied Ethics invited her and other settlement house pioneers to 
Plymouth, Massachusetts to speak on the emerging movement.  Her address, “The 
Subjective Necessity for Social Settlements,” provided an ideological roadmap for both 
the settlement movement and for Chicago’s emerging liberal discourse on class.  As 
Addams explained it, Hull House represented her effort “to make social intercourse 
express the growing sense of the economic unity of society.”42  Society had become 
increasingly interdependent in industrial affairs, but social relations had not adapted to 
reflect the changing economic landscape, thus begetting the need to “socialize 
democracy.”43  Hence Addams’ economic perspective on social change laid the 
groundwork for an ethical vision of reform that sought to create enduring links between 
different classes of American.  Her focus on the economic divisions of society did not yet 
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predominate, however, and throughout much of the address she maintained a social 
perspective on class.  She suggested, for example, that Hull House reflected the natural 
impulse among the educated classes to share the intellectual and cultural bounties of 
civilization with those who had more limited exposure to such resources.  In particular, 
Addams focused on how society trained young middle class women to value the notion of 
social obligation but then provided no viable professional outlets for manifesting their 
moral ambitions other than literary or aesthetic pursuits.  Through Hull House, she sought 
to create a kind of symbiotic cross-class dynamic whereby aspiring young social 
reformers, including women, could find productive outlets for fulfilling their felt 
obligation towards the poor, which in turn would help to meet the social needs of the 
entire community.   
Addams’ moral outlook on social democracy was shaped, in part, by the Social 
Gospel, a liberal Protestant reform movement that invoked the ethical ideals of 
Christianity in order to shift attention away from questions of individual salvation and 
toward the social conditions necessary for collective spiritual advance.  In the 1880s, 
ministers like Ohio pastor Washington Gladden and New York City preacher Lyman 
Abbott along with social thinkers like Richard T. Ely had begun to develop this Christian 
philosophy of social uplift in reaction to the growing poverty, unemployment, 
monopolism, and labor conflicts produced by Gilded Age industrialism.  Human 
redemption, these social critics argued, now required the reform of social and economic 
institutions like the church and the industrial capitalist system--both of which needed to 
cultivate more inclusive and humanitarian attitudes toward the working poor.  In her 1892 
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address on the settlement movement, Addams described how “this renaissance of early 
Christian humanitarianism, is going on in America, in Chicago, if you please…with a 
bent to express in social service, in terms of action, the spirit of Christ,” and she 
identified the Social Gospel movement as a source of motivation for settlement 
pioneers.44  Addams herself had been raised in a Christian household and had attended an 
evangelical seminary, and these aspects of her upbringing predisposed her to ground her 
ethical view of the world in Christian teachings even though she had resisted religious 
dogma from early on.  Increasingly, Addams found herself drawn to the early Christians’ 
message of human brotherhood and sacrifice, not the evangelical doctrine of personal 
redemption through Jesus Christ, and she also found compelling the notion of Christian 
“nonresistance”--the idea of combating evil with love and not violence--that she 
discovered in Leo Tolstoy’s My Religion (1885).  Hence the Social Gospel movement, 
which focused on the social, not individual, conditions for salvation, resonated with 
Addams’ own evolving outlook on Christian ethics, and she looked on Hull House as a 
kind of secular extension of this liberal Protestant impulse.45 
Addams’ sympathetic view of social Christianity encouraged Social Gospelers to 
enlist her to their cause.  British journalist William T. Stead, for example, further linked 
Hull House with the Social Gospel in 1894 when he published If Christ Came to 
Chicago!: A Plea for the Union of All Who Love in the Service of All Who Suffer.  A 
withering indictment of moral and political corruption in Chicago, Stead’s text exposed 
the inner workings of the city’s illicit trades and crooked administration in graphic detail 
and strengthened the cultural association between Chicago and a regressive social ethics.  
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But Stead also maintained that the sources of socio-religious redemption were to be 
found in the city: he especially lauded Hull House, “one of the best institutions in 
Chicago,” for its social activism and humanitarian ethics, arguing that it provided a kind 
of blueprint for future social Christian endeavors.46  In addition, he called for the creation 
of a “Civic Church” that would take a collective, political approach to reforming the city, 
and this led to the formation of the Civic Federation of Chicago, a non-partisan group of 
businessmen, trade unionists, social reformers, and religious leaders that worked to root 
out government corruption and which Addams helped to found in 1894.47  Stead’s book 
illuminated how Addams and the Social Gospelers had developed parallel agendas of 
creating social bonds between workers and other classes, and it also suggested that 
institutions like Hull House were both a stimulus to and a byproduct of the social 
Christian movement.48 
But if the Social Gospel movement had complemented and nourished Addams’ 
moral viewpoint on social democracy, it was her pragmatism, not her religious beliefs, 
which ultimately defined her evolving liberalism.  The most striking aspect of Addams’ 
spiritual odyssey was her persistent opposition to religious ideology: she resisted baptism, 
for example, until adulthood, finally accepting the ceremony in a Presbyterian church that 
required “little assent to dogma or miracle.”49  Hull House, too, reflected Addams’ anti-
ideological approach to religion: from the outset, it offered no religious instruction, which 
contrasted sharply with the social work of liberal Protestant churches and 
nondenominational missions.50  One evangelical Christian commentator captured 
Addams’ anti-ideological posture toward religion by describing how “she seems to be a 
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Christian without religion.”51  In essence, Addams treated Christian ideology the same 
way that she approached economic or political creeds: she filtered out the dogma and 
preserved the ethical principles.  As her liberalism evolved in the 1890s and 1900s, 
Addams became only more pragmatic and less doctrinal, and she typically portrayed her 
agenda as one of bringing about social democracy, not fostering the conditions for human 
salvation.  Democracy, Addams believed, expressed the Christian ethic of cooperation.52  
When Addams called for social democracy, then, she was not only reformulating her 
religious principles but also secularizing them.  Still, though Addams relied on the idea of 
democracy to channel her religious impulses, and though her pragmatism proved more 
consequential to her evolving liberalism than her religious bearings, the Social Gospel 
did provide Addams with an ethical framework for converting moral principles into 
social action, and it also served as a kind of conceptual bridge between her Christian 
education and her pragmatic, democratic perspective on social reform.53 
Addams’ approach to social reform reflected the emerging investigatory impulse 
that would guide liberal Chicagoans through the socioeconomic turmoil of the 1890s.  
Through the settlement’s activities, Addams and Hull House residents sought to expose 
and ameliorate the social and economic conditions that industrial capitalism had 
produced in Chicago’s Nineteenth Ward, or, as Addams put it, “to bear independent 
witness to social righteousness.”54  This formulation captured the way in which she 
pursued her social democratic project in an anti-dogmatic, investigatory spirit that was 
fundamentally pragmatic in nature.  Favoring personal observation and lived experience 
over unbending idealism, Addams insisted that a settlement “should demand from its 
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residents a scientific patience in the accumulation of facts,” and she further argued that in 
order to be effective, a settlement must maintain “its power of quick adaptation, its 
readiness to change its methods as its environment may demand.”55  It was this sort of 
institutional and ideological pragmatism that prompted Addams to continually resist 
dogmas like “economic determinism” and to make Hull House congenial to reformers of 
all ideological stripes.56  In addition, Addams’ addresses in the early 1890s illuminated 
how the notion of class would structure the discourse of liberal Chicagoans, though she 
still regularly made use of the term’s multiple connotations at this early stage of her 
evolving liberal idealism.  Moreover, she had begun to seek ethical solutions for 
economic problems in a way that reflected how some liberal Chicagoans would draw 
moral, not statist, conclusions from their inquiries into industrial capitalist society.  
Finally, while Addams had begun to signal her support for an expanded role for the state, 
particularly in terms of passing stronger factory laws and tenement-house legislation, her 
measured statism did not define her evolving liberalism--her investigatory, non-dogmatic 
approach did.57  Through it all ran a strong current of Chicago-centrism: Addams 
repeatedly drew on the social and economic conditions of Chicago to formulate her social 
ideas, and she came to recognize that the city was playing a vital role in the national 
discourse on social thought--“foremost” in the discussion, as she remembered it.58  By 
1892, press outlets had already begun to take note of this trend: after Addams spoke at 
the School of Applied Ethics, one Massachusetts newspaper commented, “It is good to 
see Chicago instructing the wise men and wise women of the East.”59 
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Addams’ vision of a socialized democracy and the innovativeness of the Hull 
House model attracted many supporters, and the settlement quickly emerged as a 
structural hub for Chicago’s liberal discourse.  Hull House developed many important 
institutional links with municipal, social service, and labor organizations, including the 
Trade and Labor Assembly and the Civic Federation of Chicago.60  But the most 
influential relationship that Hull House would cultivate in terms of the city’s evolving 
discourse on class was with the newly launched University of Chicago.  Endowed by oil 
magnate John D. Rockefeller in 1891, the university matriculated its first class in 1892 
and became a fixture in the intellectual life of the city.  A symbiotic relation developed 
between Hull House and the University of Chicago: Hull House provided a platform for 
university professors to speak to a wider, more diverse audience, and these academics, in 
turn, lent their professional and intellectual support to Hull House’s civic endeavors.61  
Links between Hull House and the university’s Department of Sociology were especially 
strong.  Some female residents of Hull House, for example, held faculty appointments in 
the Department of Sociology or through the university’s extension program, which 
offered college courses and lectures to ward residents.  Also, a number of Hull House 
settlement workers were students in the sociology department or took sociology classes 
as part of their coursework for other degrees.  For her part, Addams became a faculty 
member of the University of Chicago Extension Program as part of her efforts to 
“socialize education,” and she developed formative intellectual and personal ties with 
University of Chicago academics, especially the philosopher John Dewey, as the decade 
progressed.62 
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In addition to cultivating strong relationships with other Chicago-based 
institutions, House Hull drew many independently minded social reformers to its roomy 
intellectual confines.  One particularly influential activist to take up residence at Hull 
House was Florence Kelley, who had emerged as a passionate, erudite, and determined 
advocate for the working class by the early 1890s.  Kelley had left New York City for 
Chicago in December 1891 in order to distance herself from a failed marriage to a 
Russian physician, and she soon fell into an ideologically compatible lockstep with 
Addams and Hull House.  Though Kelley had converted to German socialism in 1884 
while studying abroad at the University of Zürich, even publishing a translation of 
Frederick Engels’ The Condition of the Working Class in England in 1887, she had left 
behind the institutional trappings of socialism along with much of its dogma after the 
party suspended her for challenging the party line on whether or not trade unions could 
serve broader revolutionary goals (Kelley believed they could).  Kelley eventually 
adopted the gradualist model of English socialism, an approach more compatible with her 
efforts to secure greater protections for workers by extending government authority into 
areas of working class concern.  Throughout her ideological evolution she had 
maintained a special concern for the well-being of female and child laborers, and in 1889 
she had played an influential role in passing a groundbreaking Pennsylvania law that 
required the state to hire two women factory inspectors and to regulate the use of women 
and children as industrial workers.  Like Addams, Kelley found Chicago to be an ideal 
milieu for investigating and challenging the social and economic trends of the industrial 
capitalist regime, and upon taking up residence at Hull House, she immediately 
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established a Bureau of Labor designed to train young immigrant women in domestic 
labor and to procure them suitable employment in middle and upper class homes.  Hull 
House provided reformers like Kelley with a supportive community within which to 
explore their progressive idealism and continuous opportunities for practical application 
in the surrounding environs.  Kelley, too, developed an enduring relationship with the 
University of Chicago, teaching a lecture course there with Addams in 1899 and regularly 
contributing articles to the American Journal of Sociology, which was published by the 
university’s sociology department.  For Kelley, Hull House--and Chicago--provided a 
powerful platform for her endeavors in support of the working class.63 
Another prominent Chicago-based reformer drawn into the orbit of Hull House 
was Henry Demarest Lloyd, who had recently emerged as a national leader in the anti-
monopoly movement.  Lloyd had helped orchestrate the reformist push for a “new 
liberalism” that rejected laissez-faire economics and that approved of government action 
against unbridled corporate power.64  He had started out as a publicist for the American 
Free-Trade League, where the league’s opposition to protectionist policies favoring U.S. 
industrialists had nurtured his opposition to monopoly capitalism, before coming to 
Chicago in 1872 to work for the Chicago Tribune.  There his work as financial editor and 
literary editor had endowed him with a transatlantic command of political economic 
theory and cultural discourse as well as a platform for articulating his increasingly 
strident attacks on laissez-faire economics and monopoly capitalism, especially the 
railroad interests.  Lloyd left the Tribune in 1885, a move that freed him to more fully 
develop his ideas on anti-monopolism and the positive state, and by the time Addams had 
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established Hull House, Lloyd had won national acclaim for his provocative moral 
critiques of concentrated wealth and classical liberal political economy.   
Lloyd’s 1888 address to the Ethical Culture Society, entitled “The New 
Conscience,” illuminated the contours of his emerging investigatory liberalism.  In this 
influential talk, Lloyd framed the contemporary antagonism that obtained between the 
forces of monopoly capitalism and the workingman within the context of centuries-long 
ethical debate over binding laborers to masters by “ties founded on force.”65  Lloyd 
argued that it was only when one recognized the essential humanity of the laborer that 
unjust working arrangements were undone, and the most important recent historical 
example of this was the emancipation of African American slaves.  Lloyd drew a sharp 
parallel between the rising “Money Power” represented by large-scale capitalism and the 
“Slave Power” of the antebellum South: both power structures denied the humanity of the 
worker by converting labor into a commodity.  Lloyd maintained that if America wished 
to undo the “ties founded on force” between labor and capital, as it had with slavery, then 
society, and manufacturers in particular, must develop a “new conscience” in which “a 
man shall never be so much a buyer or seller as to cease to be a brother” and in which 
“labor shall not be made a market thing.”66  Such a perspective, Lloyd explained, “insists 
that every question between men is a religious question, a question of moral economy 
before it becomes one of political economy.”67  What manner of economic organization 
would follow this ethical transformation was unclear at this early stage in Lloyd’s 
ideological development, but it was clear that moral, and not economic, revolution lay in 
back of his class-based analysis of the social conditions of industrial capitalism.  In 
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addition, Lloyd’s “The New Conscience” illustrated how progressive thinkers, liberals, 
and social reformers would draw upon the historical example of American slavery to 
bolster their arguments about the economic oppression of the working class--a habit that 
tended to compartmentalize the question of racial equality by assigning it to a different 
era, thus reinforcing the tendency of liberal Chicagoans to view social conflict through 
the all-encompassing lens of workers and capitalists.  In these ways, Lloyd’s address 
revealed the evolving idealism of liberal Chicagoans, and his call for a “new conscience” 
that prioritized the fraternal bonds of the laborer over the laws of supply and demand 
resonated widely among social reformers and trade unionists and cemented his reputation 
as a champion of labor.68 
Hull House, for Lloyd, embodied this “new conscience.”  He greatly admired 
Addams and the work of the settlement, and he worked regularly with her on social 
reform initiatives throughout the decade.  Addams often called on Lloyd to lecture at Hull 
House, and he became a frequent visitor there.  He spoke to groups like the Working 
People’s Social Science Club, for example, and he also chaired the Literature Committee 
of the Arnold Toynbee Club.  Along the way, he developed enduring personal and 
professional relations with Hull House residents, especially Florence Kelley, with whom 
he collaborated frequently on working class reforms.69  Lloyd’s own home in Winnetka, 
Illinois became known as a hub of the discourse of Chicago, too, a place where Lloyd 
regularly convened diverse groups of progressive thinkers, liberals, social reformers, 
intellectuals, black leaders, and workers to discuss and debate their writings.  Addams 
viewed Lloyd’s house as a kind of extension of Hull House.70  Lloyd, then, played a 
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seminal role in mobilizing a community of liberal Chicagoans around the problem of 
social conflict between laborers and capitalists.  Moreover, Lloyd’s enthusiastic embrace 
of Hull House, his ongoing efforts to support its endeavors, and the development of a 
citywide network of social reformers through the conduit of the settlement all revealed 
how Addams and Hull House had focused the intellectual energies of key thinkers in 
Chicago’s liberal community.71 
 
“Less Essential Differences”: Liberal Chicagoans and the Problem of Race 
Addams’ investigatory bent exemplified the liberal discourse of 1890s Chicago in 
one other crucial way: her social vision, if developed with the needs of the entire 
community in mind, ultimately prioritized the economic roots of social division and 
relegated the influence of racial attitudes to the ideological sidelines.72  While Addams 
stressed human solidarity and social democracy in “The Subjective Necessity for Social 
Settlements,” arguing that social bonds must be nurtured across classes in order to 
successfully adapt to modern industrial conditions, her organic vision of an urban 
community assumed that residents would easily navigate “differences of race and 
language” once these other bonds had been established.73  This racial vision implied that 
efforts to bridge the social gulf between the working and upper classes would necessarily 
lay the groundwork for improved race relations, and, ironically, it was exactly this sort of 
asocial idealism that Hull House had been designed to counter.  For Addams, democratic 
social relations with African Americans remained in the realm of the ideal.  Her address 
“The Subjective Necessity for Social Settlements” essentially avoided the matter of 
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black-white relations, but Addams’ published version of the lecture did include this 
notable addition, and admission: “We have conscientiously followed the gift of the ballot 
hard upon the gift of freedom to the negro, but we are quite unmoved by the fact that he 
lives among us in practical social ostracism.”74  Addams left the moral implications of 
this observation to the side, however, and instead focused her attention on those in her 
ward, which was primarily populated with white immigrants from southern and eastern 
Europe.  Addams’ approach to race relations reflected a kind of liberal universalism that 
stressed how shared values among the different social classes would help to overcome 
racial barriers.  “The things which make men alike are finer and better than the things that 
keep them apart,” she wrote when describing the beliefs that underlay the Hull House 
enterprise.75  “These basic likenesses, if they are properly accentuated, easily transcend 
the less essential differences of race, language, creed, and tradition.”76  Though Addams’ 
democratic philosophy sought to bridge the social divisions fostered by the industrial 
capitalist regime, her thinking, at bottom, focused on the economic and social boundaries 
between whites, and her approach implied that economic divisions structured all social 
dynamics, including race relations.  
When middle class white liberals like Addams downplayed the influence of 
black-white relations in their analyses of social conditions, it was only partially a result of 
their increasing preoccupation with the economic divisions of society.  In another sense, 
these social reformers, regardless of educational attainments or cultural background, were 
reacting primarily to what--or rather whom--they saw around them.  This meant that 
liberals like Addams focused on the white immigrants from eastern and southern Europe 
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who had been arriving in the United States in waves since the 1880s.  Often seeking 
economic opportunity or fleeing political persecution or social oppression, Slavs, Italians, 
and Jews poured into cities like New York and Chicago in pursuit of industrial 
employment.  These groups made up the primary demographic of the poorer urban wards, 
and Addams’ own Nineteenth Ward, for example, included a mixture of Italians, Jews, 
Bohemians, Canadian-French, and Irish.  It was these white working class immigrants 
that Addams had in mind, not blacks, when she articulated her class-bridging social 
democratic philosophy.  Addams confirmed this perspective when she wrote in an 
informational pamphlet about the early years of Hull House that the “most immediate 
task” of the settlement had been “to aid in the Americanization of the immigrant 
colonies.”77 
 In comparison to this burgeoning community of white European immigrants, 
African Americans made up a far smaller part of Chicago’s population.  Although black 
migration out of the South had begun to increase around the time that Addams 
established Hull House--Chicago’s black population doubled over the course of the 
1890s--African Americans continued to represent a tiny fraction of the overall population 
of northern and midwestern cities.  As a result, most whites in the North and Midwest 
still identified blacks primarily with the South, which contained approximately ninety 
percent of the black populace.78  African Americans had moved about frequently 
following the Civil War, typically to points south and west in pursuit of more favorable 
conditions for agricultural farming and land ownership, but when southern blacks headed 
north, it represented an altogether different sort of exodus.  In this resettlement pattern, 
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blacks starting looking to the North and its urban industrial economy for opportunities to 
improve their economic and social standing.79 
A number of factors, all related to the idea of “bettering their condition,” 
compelled blacks to leave the South.  On the one hand, southern African Americans were 
drawn by the promise of higher wages in northern industries, the prospect of better 
educational opportunities, and the expectation of greater political and social freedoms.  
At the same time, the southern caste system, which systemically oppressed blacks in 
social, political, and economic terms, also impelled blacks to abandon the region.  Not 
only did southern law sanction this treatment through Jim Crow laws that segregated the 
races in public facilities or through state statutes that disfranchised blacks or limited their 
autonomy as laborers, southern white males enforced the caste system through violence, 
culminating with the brutal practice of lynching.  Northern migrations of southern black 
communities, in fact, often corresponded with the recent lynching of a local resident.  
This combination of factors meant that the early Great Migration included both educated, 
middle class blacks like Wells who sought to escape the discriminatory race relations of 
the South as well as laborers and impoverished farmers seeking factory jobs and higher 
wages.  Most industrial employers refused to hire blacks, however, if white European 
laborers were available, and as a result blacks were often relegated to the roles of 
strikebreaker, porter, or menial until World War I, when the wartime demand for workers 
created new openings for African Americans in the industrial labor market.  In sum, 
despite the growing presence of African Americans in Chicago in the 1890s, the influx of 
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southern and eastern European immigrants greatly overshadowed them, with more 
immigrants arriving each year than the total number of blacks living in northern cities.80 
In addition to demographic pressures, ideological currents encouraged liberal 
reformers to psychologically shunt blacks aside and instead focus on the economic 
dimensions of class.  In this regard, no body of scientific or social thought was more 
influential than the work of British naturalist Charles Darwin.  Though Darwin had said 
very little about race or political economy in his writings, his theory of evolution 
profoundly influenced how many late nineteenth-century liberals, including classical 
liberals and progressives, would come to view laissez-faire economics and the status of 
the non-white races.  Darwin first articulated his revolutionary schema in The Origin of 
Species (1859), where he argued that species evolved in a competitive climate governed 
by the law that the strongest competitors, i.e. those most biologically fit to survive, 
prevailed in evolutionary development.  According to Darwin, this axiom of natural 
selection operated gradually and inexorably, and it assured that a species would 
progressively advance toward a more highly evolved state.  Herbert Spencer, a major 
disseminator of Darwinian thought in America, had done much to popularize this outlook 
on evolution when he invented the phrase “the survival of the fittest” to encapsulate 
Darwin’s perspective on natural law.81 
Social reformers and liberals of all stripes argued over the significance of this 
evolutionary schema for humanity, and one area of particularly impassioned debate was 
the question of Darwinism’s implications for the capitalist order.  On the one hand, 
businessmen and manufacturers drew on Darwinian evolutionary theory to naturalize 
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their conceptions of the free market and of corporate power.  Industrial magnates like 
John D. Rockefeller and Andrew Carnegie, for example, defended the free-market system 
by arguing that economic competition, embodied by laissez-faire capitalism, simply 
mirrored the competitive struggle of the natural world.  The emergence of large-scale 
economic combinations, according to this rationale, was a natural and inevitable 
consequence of the struggle to survive in the realm of commercial affairs.82  Influential 
social Darwinists like Spencer and Yale professor William Graham Sumner extended this 
line of thinking to repudiate interventions in the economic order by arguing that efforts to 
regulate the free market via federal legislation or to organize workers contradicted 
“natural” social evolutionary processes.  These apologists for the economic status quo 
met sharp resistance, however, from progressive thinkers like the prominent sociologist 
Lester Frank Ward, who accepted the principle of evolution but believed that it held 
radically different implications for the natural and human worlds.  Ward argued that 
while competition might be a natural law on account of nature’s tendency toward 
overabundance, competition among rational humans led only to waste and actually 
precluded the fittest from surviving.  This was particularly true, Ward maintained, in the 
realm of laissez-faire economics, where natural competition had produced large-scale 
combinations that prevented smaller businesses from competing.  For social critics like 
Ward, then, Darwinism simply confirmed the need for the positive state: only 
government regulation of the corporate economy would allow humans to shape their 
environment toward constructive, and not destructive, social aims.  In sum, thinkers from 
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across the ideological spectrum repurposed Darwin to buttress arguments for or against 
the economic status quo.83 
With regard to Darwin’s implications for racial theory, there was considerably 
less debate: most racial theorists drew on the notion of natural selection to explain the 
history of civilization in a way that rationalized white superiority.  Scholars of Anglo-
Saxonism like James K. Hosmer and political scientists like John W. Burgess, for 
example, argued that the white race had evolved the most advanced form of political 
society--democratic government--in the struggle to survive, thereby confirming the 
preeminence of the white race.  Racial theorists were particularly influenced by Darwin’s 
emphasis on the linear nature of evolution, and in the 1890s a number of historians and 
social scientists attempted to establish racial hierarchies that assigned each race to a fixed 
position on the evolutionary ladder.  Such attempts at racial classification typically 
presented whites as the most advanced of the world’s races and correlated blacks with a 
more primitive stage of evolutionary development.84  In 1893, for example, the American 
writer and educator John Clark Ridpath published Great Races of Mankind, which 
categorized humankind along racial lines based on skin color, history, and language, with 
the white race outpacing all others.85  Some social theorists even wedded racial 
imperatives with economic ones via Darwin’s tenet of natural selection: in the arena of 
postbellum southern politics, for example, political elites and New South boosters like 
Henry W. Grady articulated a kind of Darwinian perspective on economic development 
by maintaining that a hierarchical ordering of the races--with the white race at the top and 
the black race at the bottom--would naturally result from the operation of a free market 
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economy.  Certainly, there were voices of resistance to these various racialist 
appropriations of Darwin: anthropologist Franz Boas, for one, vigorously disputed the 
notion that cultural development corresponded with racial attributes.  But the dominant 
trend of racial theory in the 1890s was to enlist Darwin’s evolutionary schema in an 
effort to prove the superiority of the white race.86   
Though American thinkers had appropriated evolutionary Darwinism in a variety 
of ways, liberal Chicagoans were chiefly concerned with those social theorists who had 
made use of Darwin to defend the capitalist system.  Lloyd, for example, followed a line 
of reasoning similar to Ward and attacked those who suggested that laissez-faire 
economics reflected natural economic law.  In Wealth Against Commonwealth, Lloyd 
argued that large-scale combinations in the anthracite coal business had beaten out 
independent producers in the free market only by colluding with the railroad interests, 
which was proof, for Lloyd, of how “the unfittest, economically, survives” in the 
corporate capitalist regime.87  Addams, on the other hand, tended to counter the defenders 
of laissez-faire more indirectly--via her pragmatism.  Applying the notion of evolutionary 
development to social ethics, Addams argued that one’s philosophical and moral bearings 
must continue to evolve along with changing social conditions.88  Such a perspective 
rebuked both free-market doctrinaires and Marxian socialists alike, and it took Darwinian 
evolutionary theory out of the hands of laissez-faire liberals and placed it in the service of 
progressive social reformers.  In general, white liberal Chicagoans were much more 
preoccupied with Darwin’s implications for political economy than for race relations--an 
orientation with ideological consequences for the liberal tradition.  If progressively 
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minded liberals were eager to rejoin social Darwinists on the question of the 
“naturalness” of competitive industrial relations and increased state power, they tended to 
accept, or at least not to challenge, those social theorists who drew on Darwin to advance 
ideologies of white racial superiority.  Moreover, the prevalence of racialist evolutionary 
theories only reinforced ingrained cultural attitudes about blacks possessed by white 
liberals, many of whom, despite their professed desire to advance the cause of democracy 
in social or economic relations, implicitly and explicitly adopted discriminatory cultural 
attitudes about African Americans such as the notion that blacks were tractable or lacked 
restraint.89  At bottom, when liberal Chicagoans engaged with social Darwinism, it 
revealed how they increasingly prioritized the economic divisions of society and elided 
racial tensions in the course of their analyses of social conditions.  The advent of social 
Darwinist thought, in fact, reinforced this tendency, because it encouraged progressive 
thinkers and liberals to distinguish between the white and black races when developing 
their prescriptions for social reform.  It also portended the difficulties that white liberal 
Chicagoans would have in relinquishing prejudicial attitudes towards blacks when 
increasing racial violence in the Midwest at the turn of the century spurred them to 
consider anew the problem of black-white relations. 
Thus a combination of demographic and ideological factors discouraged white 
liberal Chicagoans from linking the socioeconomic inequities that they observed and 
fought against with the racial oppression sanctioned by American social structures and 
attitudes.  And when liberal Chicagoans did attend to other dimensions of class beyond 
the economic, they were more likely to focus on gender than on race.  Emblematic of this 
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trend was Florence Kelley’s pursuit of an Illinois factory law that would regulate the 
working conditions for women and children.  In May 1892, with Addams’ assistance, 
Kelley had been appointed special agent to the Illinois Bureau of Labor Statistics, and in 
this capacity she had conducted a groundbreaking investigation of Chicago’s 
workingwomen and the sweatshop system.  Among her discoveries was the fact that 
women and young girls accounted for three quarters of sweatshop laborers, a detail that 
Kelley stressed in lobbying for tough regulations on tenement sweatshops and hours for 
workingwomen.  When Illinois voters elected a pro-labor, Democratic legislature and 
governor in November 1892, the new administration acted on Kelley’s sweating system 
report and established an investigatory committee to survey the tenement workshops.90 
Lloyd and others helped Kelley draft a bill that banned child labor under fourteen, 
forbade the production of garments in tenements, limited minors and women to an eight-
hour day, and established a state factory inspector to enforce the law’s provisions.  With 
the support of Lloyd, Addams, and Hull House, Kelley’s bill passed in June 1893, and the 
new governor, John Peter Altgeld, appointed her Chief Factory Inspector upon Lloyd’s 
recommendation.  However, when Kelley began to enforce the eight-hour provisions of 
the bill, she met determined resistance from the Illinois Manufacturers’ Association, and 
on March 15, 1895, the Illinois Supreme Court overturned the 8-hour regulation for 
women (though it left intact the child labor law).  Still, this was a remarkable 
achievement, and it revealed how Chicago’s social conditions had sparked Kelley’s 
sweatshop agitation and led her to champion workingwomen’s rights, which in turn had 
provided a kind of entering wedge for eight-hour legislation for the working class.91   
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At the root of Kelly’s reform campaign, once again, laid the investigatory impulse 
of Chicago-based liberalism.  She had pursued her democratic commitment to exposing 
and ameliorating the working conditions of the laboring class through a combination of 
empirical fact-finding, philosophical adaptability, and gradualist statism.  Her approach, 
too, had framed social tensions in the economic terms of labor versus capital in order to 
promote the concerns of the white working class, and despite her socialist commitments, 
she had fought to improve working conditions through a program of legislative reform, 
not one of revolutionary overthrow.  Finally, she had drawn on the social and economic 
conditions of Chicago to inspire her campaign and enlisted the city’s liberal community 
in the fight to pass protective legislation.92 
 
It was left to African American Chicagoans like Ida B. Wells to foreground the 
way in which racial imperatives had shaped the economic tensions stressed by white 
liberals.  In fact, Wells had been guided by the conviction that racial and economic 
divisions in society were mutually reinforcing from the outset of her career as an anti-
lynching activist.  The oldest child of eight, Wells was born in Holly Springs, Mississippi 
on July 16, 1862 to Jim and Elizabeth Wells, former slaves who had legally wed 
following the Civil War.  After yellow fever took the lives of her parents in 1879, Wells 
had assumed responsibility for her siblings, and she had eventually moved to Memphis to 
pursue a career as a schoolteacher before later turning to journalism.  In 1889, she had 
taken a position as editor and correspondent for the Free Speech, an organ of the black 
community, along with an ownership stake in the enterprise.  While travelling in 
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Mississippi to solicit paper subscriptions in March of 1892, Wells had learned that a 
group of whites had lynched her close friend Thomas Moss and two other black men in 
Memphis.  The trio co-owned the People’s Grocery Store, a thriving African American 
concern that competed with a local white grocer for the business of the local black 
population.  A dispute among white and black youth over a marbles game had escalated 
into a fight between the white and black communities, and it culminated in an attack on 
the African American grocery store.  Local black citizens guarding the store shot three 
whites that had attempted to sneak in the back door, and law officers subsequently 
rounded up and jailed dozens of local blacks, including Moss and his partners.  One 
evening, a lynch mob secreted the three storeowners away from the jail by train and 
murdered them, and a white mob later ransacked Moss’ store and threatened the local 
black community into submission.93 
This lynching shocked the black community and outraged Wells, and it launched 
her career as a social reformer.  In the aftermath of the lynching, Wells began using the 
Free Speech to encourage black citizens to take action against racial injustice by 
migrating westward and by supporting a local informal boycott of streetcars, and as a 
result of these campaigns, much local business came to a standstill.  In May, white 
vigilante groups across the South lynched a number of black males, this time claiming 
that the victims had raped white women, and Wells’ indignation over lynching boiled 
over.  On May 21, 1892, she published a piece in the Free Speech that boldly confronted 
the emerging cultural attitude that the primary cause of lynching was the rape of white 
women by licentious blacks.  “Nobody in this section believes that old thread-bare lie that 
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Negro men rape white women,” Wells declared.  “If Southern white men are not careful, 
they will over-reach themselves and public sentiment will have a reaction; a conclusion 
will then be reached which will be very damaging to the moral reputation of their 
women.”94  By suggesting that southern whites were justifying their attacks on black 
males under the false pretense of rape in order to disguise ongoing relations between 
consenting whites and blacks, Wells challenged a fundamental axiom of southern racist 
ideology: that the white and black races should not mix, socially or otherwise.  She made 
these remarks while traveling in the Northeast, and her inflammatory comments provoked 
local Memphis publications to call on white men to defend the honor of southern white 
womanhood.95  A veritable hailstorm of abuse followed as irate whites destroyed Wells’ 
press, publically threatened her life, and effectively banished her from the South. 
This experience was an ideologically transformative one for Wells.  In 1892, she 
published her first pamphlet, Southern Horrors: Lynch Law in All Its Phases, in which 
she chronicled her experience with the Memphis lynchings and reflected upon their 
cultural and ideological implications.  Here Wells began to express something of the 
investigatory spirit that would come to mark her liberal idealism.  In the pamphlet, Wells 
sought to unearth the social and economic conditions in back of racial violence and 
provide “a true, unvarnished account of the causes of lynch law in the South.”96  Drawing 
heavily on press clippings for evidence, Wells portrayed herself as a kind of pragmatic 
investigator into the causes of lynching who relied on documented evidence for her 
claims rather than a priori assumptions about white southerners.  Wells argued that the 
climate of racial violence in Memphis mirrored that of the entire South, where whites 
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southerners increasingly justified the practice of lynching by maintaining that such 
violence was necessary in order to deter black sexual predators from attacking southern 
white females.  She furnished statistical evidence to disprove this allegation--only one-
third of lynchings actually punished those accused of rape, and of those cases, many 
remained unproven--and demonstrated that such a claim represented a vicious double 
standard. “The utterances of the leading men,” Wells wrote, “show that with them it is 
not the crime but the class”--meaning that whites only lynched the black class of citizen, 
not whites, for suspected or alleged assault.97  While black males were murdered for 
unproven crimes of rape, white male attacks on black womanhood went uninvestigated.  
Wells, however, did not solely frame her analysis of lynching in racial terms.  She also 
placed the recent Memphis lynchings in an economic context by noting that white 
businessmen had killed their black competitors and that white business elites had 
suppressed the Free Press because its pronouncements had damaged the economic 
interests of white capitalists.  For Wells, this insight into the interdependent nature of 
racial and economic conflict--that racial discrimination served the interests of capital--
held a potential key for racial advance.  By adopting a greater consciousness of their 
economic positioning, blacks could pressure whites into abandoning discriminatory 
legislation and social practices.  She wrote: “By the right exercise of his power as the 
industrial factor of the South, the Afro-American can demand and secure his rights, the 
punishment of lynchers, and a fair trial for accused rapists.”98  Southern industry relied 
upon its black workforce, Wells reminded her audience, and oppressed blacks could 
make this economic knowledge serve their social interests.  “If labor is withdrawn,” 
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proclaimed Wells, “capital will not remain.”99  Not only had Wells exposed the false 
pretenses of white racial ideology in Southern Horrors, she had adopted a wider view of 
class that acknowledged how southern race relations were bound up with labor-capital 
tensions, and she drew upon this insight to suggest that blacks could combat racial 
discrimination through a broadening of their class consciousness.100 
This whole affair opened Wells’ eyes to the way in which economic forces 
undergirded white oppression of the black race.  She recollected how even though she 
had been opining about the Memphis lynching for nearly three months, whites did not 
actually destroy her press until they became agitated over the affect of migrating blacks 
on the local economy.  Her rabble-rousing comments on white southern womanhood had 
merely provided the pretext for eliminating the publicity organ that was doing the most to 
disturb relations between the laboring and capitalist classes.  In fact, Wells maintained, 
local white businessmen were mainly concerned with returning blacks to their proper 
economic position as the “wealth producers of the South—the hewers of wood and 
drawers of water, the servants of white men.”101  Following the Memphis episode, Wells 
came to believe that lynching should be understood as “an excuse to get rid of Negroes 
who were acquiring wealth and property and thus keep the race terrorized.”102  In other 
words, white racial subordination of blacks meant not just policing social boundaries but 
also keeping blacks ensconced in the laboring classes--rather than allowing successful 
African American businessmen to threaten the prosperity of white capitalists.103   
In sum, Southern Horrors revealed Wells’ own emerging investigatory instincts, 
which would blossom in Chicago’s liberal discourse on class.  Wells sought to reveal the 
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social and economic conditions for southern blacks in the late nineteenth century, and her 
desire to provide “a true, unvarnished account” of lynching practices was grounded in a 
pragmatic approach to knowledge that relied heavily on data from published accounts and 
that led her to adopt the pose of the matter-of-fact social investigator.  As would many 
liberal Chicagoans, Wells filtered her social analysis through the prism of class, but she 
also differed from white reformers importantly by focusing on how racial discrimination 
shaped the economic divisions between labor and capital.  At the same time, Wells was 
no economic revolutionary, and though her critique had challenged the abuses of the free-
market, she had not challenged the system itself, assuming that blacks, fairly treated, 
could find success within it.  Wells’ moderate statism instead found expression in her 
pursuit of stronger federal laws to protect black rights.  And when Wells arrived in 
Chicago in 1893, she would draw upon the resources, freedoms, and public platform 
afforded her by the city to advocate against the unlawful oppression of blacks and to 
demand that liberal leaders come to terms with the racial dimensions of class.  
Ultimately, Wells would catalyze an ideological trend in which liberal Chicagoans 
widened their notion of class to include its racial as well as its economic aspects.  In 
1892, however, Wells was largely alone in this regard.  She was on the outside looking 
in, and her positioning at the ideological fringe of Chicago’s liberal discourse on class 
only further reflected how white liberals, in assigning priority to the economic divisions 
of society, had marginalized the claims of race.104 
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“A Clear, Plain Statement of Facts”: Exhibiting the Ideological Conflicts of 
Liberalism at the World’s Columbian Exposition 
 
No occasion captured the ideological impulses of Chicago’s liberal discourse on 
class as powerfully or as starkly as the World’s Columbian Exposition of 1893.  Held to 
commemorate the four hundredth anniversary of Columbus’ discovery of the New World, 
the fair became the American cultural event of the decade, drawing over 27 million 
visitors from around the world with its architectural splendor, mesmerizing exhibits, and 
exotic cultural attractions.  Dubbed the “White City” by cultural commentators on 
account of the white exteriors of its neo-classical exhibition halls, the Chicago World’s 
Fair eclipsed all previous fairs in scale and ambition.  The exposition boasted double the 
amount of exhibition space and triple the price tag of any previous exhibition, and 
American displays took up more space than that of all foreign exhibitors combined.105  
The immense scope of the enterprise and the self-congratulatory nationalism that 
pervaded the fair’s atmosphere revealed not only the rising status of the U.S. as a driving 
force in the world’s economy but also the shaping role that Chicago had played in the 
country’s ascent to global commercial power.  In addition, the fair exhibited the evolving 
assumptions about the economic and racial dimensions of class that structured and 
divided Chicago’s liberal discourse. 
At first glance, the World’s Columbian Exposition conveyed an image of broad 
ideological consensus among Americans about the defining features of U.S. economic, 
social, and cultural life.106  Cultural observer and roving intellectual Henry Adams 
captured this sense of national accord when he opined on the fair that “Chicago was the 
first expression of American thought as a unity: one must start there.”107  And central to 
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that ideological unity was the notion that America’s economic development and 
technological superiority accounted for its newfound international standing.  Exhibits in 
the Department of Manufactures, for example, displayed nearly every manufactured 
product imaginable, and the building itself, the most massive one on the fairgrounds and 
the largest edifice ever built, trumpeted American productive capabilities and economic 
might.108  Nearby Machinery Hall, which displayed such technological marvels as a 
2,000 horsepower engine powering two dynamos, proudly linked these commercial 
exploits with engineering know-how.  In addition, extravagant displays of electrical light, 
including the Electric Fountains, dazzled visitors while further enhancing the image of 
the “White City”; the fair itself used three times the amount of electricity needed to 
power the city of Chicago.109  Even the novel Ferris Wheel, for all its entertainment 
value, reflected the cutting-edge mechanical ingenuity of America.110  Furthermore, the 
fair tied these commercial and technological exploits to the recent emergence of the 
corporate form: large-scale industrial capitalists, through the World’s Columbian 
Exposition Company, provided much of the capital and a good deal of the leadership for 
the venture.111  Together, the fair’s exhibits proclaimed that the United States, abetted by 
the modern corporation, drove industrial and technological development.112  Such was the 
power of this reverential vision of industrial prosperity that even African American 
lawyer and Chicagoan Ferdinand L. Barnett, despite his criticism of the fair’s exclusion 
of blacks, nonetheless wrote of the Fair that it was “acknowledged to be our greatest 
National enterprise of the century.”113 
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By using Chicago as a platform for celebrating the country’s economic and 
technological advances, the World’s Columbian Exposition visibly linked these gains to 
the city itself.  If America lay at the very forefront of economic and technological 
development, the fair suggested, Chicago lay at the heart of America.  The early battle 
over the site of the fair reflected the growing stature of the city as an engine of U.S. 
economic growth: Chicago had beat out New York City in a hard-fought battle for the 
honor of hosting the exposition after demonstrating that its backers, whose ranks included 
wealthy Chicago capitalists like George Pullman, Phillip Armour, and Marshall Field, 
could quickly raise millions of dollars in exposition stock.114  Also, newspaper articles 
about the fair often stressed how Chicago’s history embodied the ideals on display at the 
exposition.  In these commentaries, observers marveled at how Chicago, in a scant 60 
years, had evolved from a pastoral military outpost to the metropolitan host site of the 
World’s Columbian Exposition.  A Chicago Daily Tribune souvenir issue, for example, 
featured an image of the exposition in which a smaller rendering of the rural settlement of 
Chicago overlaid a larger image of the fair depicting the massive Department of 
Manufactures and Liberal Arts within a neoclassical paradise of exhibition halls and 
lakeside views.  Only the images’ lakefront locations and similarly rendered skyscapes 
allowed the viewer to visually connect the tiny military outpost with the fair’s comely 
vision of modern industrial civilization, and this sort of visual iconography accentuated 
the notion that Chicago had travelled an immense commercial and cultural distance in a 
highly compressed timeframe.  Images like this suggested that the story of Chicago’s 
tremendous ascent reflected the enterprising nationalism embodied by the fair, and 
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conversely, that the story that the fair told about American commercial success was also 
the story of Chicago.115 
Nothing signaled Chicago’s new cultural significance more clearly than the 
remarkable success of the fair’s “Chicago Day.”  Exposition authorities set aside certain 
days of the fair to celebrate particular states, nations, and social groups, and “Chicago 
Day,” held on October 9 in memory of Chicago’s Great Fire of 1871, brought in greater 
numbers than any other day of the fair--or any peacetime event in history--and in the 
process took on an air of national pride that far outstripped the day’s ostensible 
purpose.116  Once again, exposition promoters drew on Chicago’s own history to provide 
corroborating evidence of the fair’s self-assured nationalism.  As with the Chicago 
Tribune souvenir issue, the back of the entrance ticket for “Chicago Day” featured an 
image of the Fort Dearborn military outpost as it would have appeared in 1833, again 
suggesting that the origins of the fair, and of urban industry, were rooted in Chicago’s 
pastoral birth.  To commemorate the day, the Chicago Daily Tribune presented a special 
article on Chicago’s history, “From Canoe to Skyscraper,” which situated the fire of 1871 
and the World’s Columbian Exposition within the context of the city’s emergence as an 
economic and cultural force in the U.S.  The Tribune proclaimed that Chicago, “born on 
virgin soil and raised to greatness,” had surviving the trials of a civil war and a 
devastating fire to become an industrial leader and a symbol of the ongoing rebirth of the 
enterprising American spirit.117  The fair itself was both a tangible product of Chicago--
local citizens had provided the lion’s share of dollars in exposition stock and bonds--and 
the capstone of Chicago’s economic and cultural history.  The article concluded with a 
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telling summation: “Like Chicago, the White City was raised from a swamp.  Unlike 
Chicago, it has served its purpose and soon will vanish from the earth.”118  If parallel 
storylines of U.S. exceptionalism linked city and fair, it was Chicago that proved the 
enduring achievement.  Ultimately, the Chicago-centric focus on the World’s Columbian 
Exposition revealed how the economic and cultural parameters of national life had shifted 
toward the urban Midwest. 
But a good deal more than just economic achievement and corporate power 
underwrote the fair’s celebration of Chicago and America.  Its nationalistic tenor was also 
linked to a set of assumptions about race that undergirded the entire exposition and that 
corresponded with the recent efforts of social scientists and historians to create racial 
hierarchies along Darwinian lines.  The very layout of the fair suggested an evolutionary 
schema of racial development.  At the cultural apex stood the White City, which was 
anchored by the pristine Court of Honor and composed of exhibition halls featuring the 
attainments of Anglo-Saxon civilization.  Beyond the White City’s gates lay the Midway 
Plaisance, a mile-long strip that mingled concessions and attractions like the Ferris Wheel 
with village exhibits of foreign peoples such as the Javanese, the Samoans, and the 
Dahomeyans.  The fair, in essence, relegated the so-called more primitive--and darker--
races to the Midway and presented them in a kind of order of devolution.  Beginning with 
the Teutons and Celts, who were situated closer to the outskirts of the White City, the 
exhibits moved through the Asian races as they proceeded outward and concluded with 
Native Americans and the black races.  The structural message was clear enough: the fair 
encouraged citizens to retrace the journey of racial evolution, starting in the Midway with 
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the savage nonwhite races and culminating with the White City of the Anglo-Saxon.  
Also, by mingling the village exhibits with commercial amusements, fair organizers 
suggested that these foreign populations were spectacles for amusement as much as 
cultural displays.  The Midway exhibits were overseen by Frederic Ward Putnam, 
director of Harvard’s Peabody Museum of American Archaeology and Ethnology, which 
gave them the imprimatur of scientific authority.  The didactic intent of the World’s 
Columbian Exposition was aptly summed up by Otis T. Mason, curator of the 
Smithsonian’s Bureau of American Ethnology, when he termed the fair “one vast 
anthropological revelation.”119  Nearly all the celebratory literature of the exposition 
highlighted its instructive function--“a liberal education in itself,” according to an 
advertisement for the Pictorial History of the World’s Fair.120  Commemorative photo 
albums of the fair described the African exhibitors in primitive and child-like terms and 
thus reinforced the notion that the Midway exhibits had demonstrated the linear nature of 
racial evolution.121  By presenting the cultural sophistication of the White City alongside 
the so-called primitivism of the “darker” Midway, fair officials created mutually 
reinforcing visions of a superior Anglo-Saxon civilization.122 
Not only did the fair’s design imply that it corresponded with racial evolution, it 
also intimated that its grouping system reflected economic advancement.  By 
distinguishing between industrialized Anglo-Saxon civilization and pre-industrial 
peoples, the exposition suggested that primitive methods of production were at least 
partially responsible for the alleged backwardness of the darker races and that 
industrialization had spurred the white race to greater evolutionary heights.  An Inter-
 	  
75	  
Ocean illustrated supplement distributed at the fair’s opening captured the way in which 
the fair linked economic development and racial superiority: when referring to the 
colossal size of the Manufactures and Liberal Arts building, the fair’s great symbol of 
commercial success, the paper tellingly described the building as “a giant among 
pygmies.”123  The exposition, then, invited white Americans to celebrate their shared 
racial background and to link their so-called advanced evolutionary development with 
industrial achievement.  In this way, notions of white racial dominance helped to sustain 
the fair’s vision of U.S. economic hegemony.124 
 
In addition to exhibiting social Darwinian assumptions about race, the World’s 
Columbian Exposition revealed the drift of liberal thought.  These ideological currents 
were illuminated most clearly by the proceedings of the World’s Auxiliary Congress, 
which fair authorities had created in order to showcase the most significant intellectual 
trends and scholarship within the global academic community.  Presided over by the 
eminent jurist and Chicagoan Charles Carroll Bonney, the World’s Auxiliary Congress 
organized a series of international conferences during the fair that brought together 
leading thinkers to discuss topics of vital public interest.  Like the rest of the fair, this 
undertaking was massive in scope: congressional departments were created for the areas 
of Moral and Social Reform, Social and Economic Sciences, Labor, Woman’s Progress, 
Religion, and Temperance, to name but a few.125  Not only did the scholarly gatherings 
coordinated by the World’s Auxiliary Congress provide a reflective counterbalance to the 
spectacle of the fair, these conferences revealed how Chicagoans like Lloyd and Addams 
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were emerging as national leaders in the social reform movement and as influential 
contributors to the liberal discourse on class.  
Chicago liberals, especially Addams and Lloyd, played key roles in organizing a 
number of departments of the World’s Auxiliary Congress.  Lloyd was asked to help plan 
the Labor, Co-operative, and Single-Tax Congresses--invitations that reflected his 
national standing as a voice of the workingman and as a renowned thinker in the realm of 
economic reform.  Together Lloyd and Addams led the General Committee for the 
Congress of Labor, and Lloyd also served as Secretary of the Program Committee and 
Chairman of the Literature Committee.126  For her part, Addams, in addition to assisting 
Lloyd with the Labor, Co-operative, and Single-Tax Congresses, sat on the Social 
Sciences Committee and also organized the Congress on Social Settlements and presided 
over most of its sessions.127  Hull House, in fact, hosted the settlement conference, and it 
took center stage throughout the proceedings as Kelley, Starr, and others reported on Hull 
House’s remarkable growth (it was now the largest settlement in the United States) and 
recent successes in municipal reform campaigns.128  Moreover, Addams made Hull 
House available for meetings of groups like the Co-operative Congress.129  Because they 
both held numerous leadership positions within the World’s Auxiliary Congress, Lloyd 
and Addams were in a position to select speakers and topics for various Congresses and 
thus direct the fair’s conversation on progressive social reform, and their prominent 
leadership roles highlighted the rising stature of Chicago liberals in the national reform 
community. 
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Liberal Chicagoans also shaped the intellectual climate of the World’s Auxiliary 
Congress through their active participation in conference sessions.  Addams, for example, 
gave a talk during the Congress of Representative Women that contained some of the 
hallmarks of her emerging investigatory liberalism.  In her lecture, entitled “Domestic 
Service and the Family Claim,” Addams described how the emergence of factory labor 
had altered the social conditions for working class women, and in so doing she publically 
addressed the problem of labor for the first time.130  Through a comparison of the relative 
merits of household versus factory employment, Addams explained how workingwomen, 
from a social standpoint, could actually find factory work more desirable than household 
work.  In attempting to bridge the differing perspectives on labor held by the employing 
and laboring classes, Addams relied on economic categories of social analysis, drew on 
the material conditions of Chicago for evidence, intimated the conciliatory stance that she 
would regularly assume during conflicts between labor and capital, and offered a moral, 
not a structural, critique of industrial capitalism--all markers of her investigatory 
approach.131  Addams also gave a talk to a Single-Tax League assembly entitled 
“Working Women in Two Berated Trades” that again discussed “the problem of domestic 
service” in comparison to factory work, and this time Addams suggested that society 
phase out the domestic servant position by creating industrial, large-scale kitchens.132  
Florence Kelley, too, made public addresses during the fair, presenting papers on 
municipal reform and on the sweating system to the Congresses on Social Settlements 
and Labor, respectively.133  Moreover, Lloyd, Addams, and Kelley all participated in a 
symposium on the relation between organized labor and settlement movement during the 
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Congress on Social Settlements.134  In sum, their vigorous participation in the intellectual 
life of the fair pointed up the central role that liberal Chicagoans were playing in the 
national discourse on class.135 
Perhaps the strongest indicator of their evolving assumptions about liberalism, 
however, was the way in which Addams and Kelley had actually refused to participate in 
the exhibition.  In December 1891, both women had resigned from the Women’s Labor 
committee after the World’s Congress Auxiliary executive leadership had ignored the 
committee’s ideas for the labor congress program.  Addams and the other committee 
members had found the draft program developed by the World’s Congress Auxiliary to 
be too narrow in outlook and of little relevance to working class concerns, and they 
expressing their misgivings about the proposed Congress on Labor in these terms: “We 
believe that no adequate presentation of the labor question, which now agitates the entire 
civilized world, is contemplated by the controlling power of the auxiliary, and we are not 
willing to have any appearance of connection with what will be offered as a substitute for 
a real labor congress.”136  As this stance suggests, Addams and Kelley viewed the conflict 
between labor and capital as critical to understanding contemporary social problems, and 
their unwillingness to participate in a labor program that they perceived to be inadequate 
reflected the priority that they were assigning to economic tensions between workers and 
owners within Chicago’s liberal discourse on class. 
 Although Lloyd’s organizational responsibilities had left him little time to 
formally lecture during the World’s Columbian Exposition, he did reflect at length about 
the fair in an 1894 address to the Winnetka Town Meeting entitled “No Mean City.”137  
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This talk, which Lloyd delivered regularly for the rest of his life, revealed the 
exposition’s impact on his social thinking.  In his lecture, Lloyd sketched out a kind of 
futuristic reverie in which Chicagoans recognize the fair for its “genius of fraternity and 
cooperation” and draw on it as a template for constructing a new suburban city based on 
collaborative, not competitive, labor.138  As Lloyd imagined it, this city would be no 
classless paradise but rather an orderly economic system in which merchant princes, 
skilled workers, and laborers pooled their resources to build a new metropolis--an 
ironical vision given that corporate power had underwritten the entire fair and that labor 
strife had enveloped the exposition throughout its construction and six-month run.139  
Lloyd’s imagined city featured the very best of continental and English reforms--among 
them public railways, city-owned utilities, and model homes for the workingman--and 
thus his fictional Chicago, like the World’s Auxiliary Congress, brought together all 
manner of international reform measures to reveal their combined potential.  In addition, 
Lloyd’s utopian metropolis established working settlements for the unemployed that 
eventually outcompeted and replaced both Chicago industrialists and rural farmers in 
meeting the material needs of society.  At the same time, these democratic collectives 
placed human value on the act of commodity production, thereby realizing Lloyd’s 
earlier call for a “new conscience” concerning the factory laborer.  And Chicago itself 
played no small role in all this: “What the city really had especially to its credit and 
luck,” Lloyd explained, “was that largeness of view and of inspiration which had first 
been made evident in the World’s Fair, and then made larger by that success.”140 
Chicago, Lloyd suggested, would fulfill the promise of U.S. social reform by distilling 
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international currents into a unified American program, and thus the city would achieve 
what other cities could not.  The result--at least in Lloyd’s imagination--would be a future 
city that surpassed all others, just as Chicago’s fair had exceeded all earlier 
expositions.141  At bottom, Lloyd’s labor fable revealed the intensifying association 
between Chicago and social reform and also the way in which the fair had linked Chicago 
with a dreamy, seductive nationalism--to which even a rabble-rousing, internationally 
minded reformer like Lloyd remained susceptible. 
 In addition to capturing how the fair, and Chicago, had focused the reformist 
energies of the globe, Lloyd’s sketch illuminated the contours of his own brand of 
investigatory liberalism.  “No Mean City” demonstrated that Lloyd was not an economic 
ideologue but rather an eminently pragmatic reformer.  His imaginary metropolis would 
incorporate any municipal reform (nearly all of which had been discussed during the 
World’s Auxiliary Congress) that met “the test of actual practice.”142  In a statement that 
gestured back to the Congresses, Lloyd proclaimed, “It is the essence of democracy that 
out of the conflict and comparison of the opinions and efforts of all will emerge as a 
resultant a better truth.”143  For Lloyd, a Chicago-based vision that built on the ideas put 
forth at the exposition would produce this better truth, this ideal city, and lead to harmony 
between laborers and capitalists and a just distribution of the material rewards of 
industry.  Moreover, Lloyd’s dream of a future social utopia represented an implicitly 
white vision of democratic change that sought to ameliorate economic divisions within 
society and essentially ignored the racial dimensions of class.  Whether deliberately 
“color-blind” or merely inattentive to the way in which race relations shaped conflicts 
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between labor and capital, Lloyd turned a blind eye to the racial dimensions of class, 
instead relying entirely on an economic perspective on social conflict as the defining 
framework for his liberalism.  Ultimately, Lloyd’s address reflected the privileged status 
of economic divisions, and the negligible status of racial ones, in the liberal discourse on 
class. 
Once again, the structural organization of the fair mirrored these intellectual 
currents.  In the same way that white liberals elided African Americans from their social 
analyses of industrial capitalism, fair authorities systematically excluded blacks from all 
aspects of the fair’s planning and development.  President Benjamin Harrison, for 
example, did not name one black to the National Board of Commissioners, and when 
African American leaders, press associations, and delegations to Washington protested 
this oversight, Harrison nominated only one additional black commissioner, Mr. Hale G. 
Parker, a school principal from St. Louis, to serve as an alternate for Missouri.  In 
addition, Chicago-based African American women groups, including the World’s 
Columbian Association and the World’s Columbian Auxiliary Association, appealed to 
the Exposition’s all-white Board of Lady Managers for inclusion in the effort to develop 
an exhibit about the economic and social contributions of American women.  But these 
African American organizations were effectively frozen out by the Board of Lady 
Managers, which cited discord among the black women’s groups as the grounds for 
ignoring their appeals.  Instead, the Board referred all such petitions to the State Boards, 
and in the end only the State Board of New York saw fit to appoint a black woman.144 
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Fair directors also excluded blacks from the fair’s social and economic purview in 
the area of employment.  For example, African Americans who sought employment as 
Columbian Guards were rejected on the grounds of their so-called failure to meet certain 
application requirements, such as chest size, and their requests for an investigation into 
discriminatory hiring practices fell on deaf ears.  Also, a total of three blacks were hired 
for clerical work within the vast administrative apparatus of the fair.  In January 1893, 
Exposition officials did appoint a Secretary of Colored Interests, Mrs. A.M. Curtis, but 
this position had no real power and it disappeared after Mrs. Curtis resigned.  When the 
Board of Reference and Control requested that the Department of Publicity and 
Promotion hire two blacks, a man and a women, to promote the Exposition, the 
Department never followed through and fell back on the threadbare excuse of insufficient 
funds.  In addition, the Board refused to appropriate dollars to hire an African American 
to create a statistical exhibit about the progress of the race since emancipation.  When 
blacks appealed to Congress for the resources to create such an exhibit, the House and the 
Senate could not agree on the bill’s provisions and the measure died.  With these sorts of 
opportunities denied to them, blacks had essentially three choices for work within the 
fair: janitor, laborer, or porter.  Barnett put the matter most succinctly: “Only as a menial 
is the Colored American to be seen.”145  In a sense, the fair gave form to the Darwinian 
liberalism that southern political elites and New South boosters had advanced when they 
suggesting that a racial hierarchy of prosperous whites and laboring blacks would 
naturally emerge in a free-market economy.146  At bottom, by rejecting the appeals of 
blacks for meaningful work within the exposition, fair administrators helped to sustain 
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the illusion that African Americans did not factor into the construction of the White City 
in any meaningful way.147 
These discriminatory practices further extended to the cultural realm.  The fair 
denied blacks the opportunity to present their own exhibits, thereby exposing the 
predominant attitude among many whites that African Americans had contributed little, if 
at all, to the country’s economic and cultural attainments.  Whites and blacks had initially 
disagreed as to whether there should be a separate black exhibit, or color line, within the 
fair--a conflict that reflected the unsettled state of contemporary race relations.  While 
some African Americans like Barnett preferred to work with Exposition officials in an 
effort to secure black exhibition space on par with white exhibits, others like Livingstone 
College and Afro-American League President J.C. Price preferred to establish a separate 
Afro-American Annex.  The Board finally ruled against separate exhibits but also 
required blacks to petition state screening committees with their exhibits, which meant 
that whites would oversee all black contributions and which eliminated any chance that 
blacks would be treated as equal exhibitors.148  Thus the Board effectively banished 
African Americans to the Midway Plaisance along with the so-called primitive races.  
The “White City,” then, could be understood by visitors as “white” in a least two 
additional senses beyond the marvel of its famed electric lights: as a product of white 
labor and planning, and as a reflection of the industrial and cultural achievements of 
whites, since the segregation of blacks to the fair’s fringe portrayed blacks as non-
participants in American liberal society.  All of this prompted Barnett to write bitterly 
that the “whole history of the exposition is a record of discrimination against the colored 
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people.”149  Another newspaper in Cleveland put the matter more colorfully by describing 
the fair as “the great American white elephant.”150 
The only sustained recognition of U.S. blacks in the fair, unsurprisingly, came 
from a foreign country: the Republic of Haiti.  The tiny Caribbean nation had grown to 
admire Frederick Douglass deeply during his recent stint there as U.S. Ambassador, and 
the country honored him by selected Douglass to be their Commissioner for the 
Exposition.  Throughout the fair, many black and white Americans flocked to the Haitian 
building, where Douglass presided over the exhibit, to pay their respects to the famed 
black abolitionist and public intellectual.  Eventually the fair’s Board of Commissioners 
set aside a day to honor American blacks as they had done for other social groups, and 
Douglass agreed to organize a “Colored People’s Day” or “Jubilee” for August 25, 1893.  
But many black organizations and leaders, including Wells, viewed the proposed day as 
an empty gesture and refused to help plan the affair or attend the festivities, and turnout 
for the day among blacks numbered only in the thousands.  Though Wells and others later 
commended Douglass for the presentation he organized, which included his own well-
received oration, a poetry reading by Paul Laurence Dunbar, and African American 
musical performances, it did little to alter or make amends for the racialized landscape of 
the fair.151 
 
The most trenchant critique of how blacks had been excluded from the fair--and 
from the purview of liberalism--came in the form of an informational pamphlet about 
racial discrimination in America conceived of by Wells, Douglass, and former Jubilee 
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Singer Frederick J. Loudin.  Hoping to distribute the booklet to foreign visitors in 
English, French, German, and Spanish, the trio only managed to raise enough dollars for 
an English printing, in part because some black press outlets refused to support the 
endeavor out of fear that the pamphlet would subject blacks to further abuse.152  After 
compiling and publishing the little volume of essays, Wells distributed it at the Haitian 
exhibit to an estimated 10,000 visitors.  Entitled The Reason Why The Colored American 
Is Not in the World’s Columbian Exposition: The Afro-American’s Contribution to 
Columbian Literature, the pamphlet, according to Wells, represented a “clear, plain 
statement of facts” about the persistence of racial oppression in the United States despite 
the country’s professed ideal of individual freedom.153  It included expositions from such 
esteemed African Americans as Douglass, Wells, Barnett, and the journalist and educator 
Irvine Garland Penn, all of whom wrote about aspects of white discrimination toward 
blacks or about African American achievements gone unrecognized.154   
In his introduction to the pamphlet, Douglas lamented how the ethical progress of 
America had historically failed to keep pace with its material achievements.  Black 
treatment at the fair, Douglass suggested, was but one incident in a long and immoral 
history of oppression that originated with slavery and found contemporary expression in 
Jim Crow legislation and judicial rulings that denied blacks civil and political equality.  
For Douglass, it was impossible to celebrate the industrial and technological triumphs of 
American liberal society, so prominently displayed at the fair and which he deeply 
admired, when the United States had failed to secure for blacks such fundamental 
constitutional rights as suffrage and due process of law.  If Douglass managed to strike a 
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hopeful note by suggesting that intensifying white resistance to black equality also 
signaled blacks’ forward progress, he nonetheless adopted an air that was more funereal 
than celebratory.  By provocatively imagining the fair as a kind of “whited sepulcher,” 
Douglass captured the way in which many African Americans viewed the exposition, and 
its cultural storyline of Anglo-Saxon achievement, as a kind of tombstone for black 
liberty.155   
Wells’ contributions to the pamphlet reinforced Douglass’ position by describing 
in detail the “class legislation” or Jim Crow laws passed by southern states in the late 
1880s and early 1890s.  Unlike white liberals, who were increasingly thinking about 
“class” in economic terms, Wells employed the concept as both a racial designation, i.e. 
the black class of citizen, and as an economic grouping.156  In her unflinching, deliberate 
prose, Wells once again assumed the role of pragmatic investigator as she catalogued 
how blacks had been denied their voting rights in states across the South through fraud 
and intimidation.  For Wells, this perversion of African American political rights had 
catastrophic implications for the southern black community because all political power 
had swung to whites and solidified the South as “a unit of white supremacy.”157  Wells 
also enumerated those states that forbade marriage between blacks and whites and those 
states with Jim Crow legislation that forced blacks to occupy separate railroad cars from 
whites.  She had personal experience with such laws: a conductor had once forced her to 
leave a ladies’ passenger car on account of her color during a trip to Shelby County, 
Tennessee.  Infuriated, Wells had sued the Chesapeake and Ohio Railroad and won five 
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hundred dollars in damages from the circuit court until the Tennessee Supreme Court 
overturned the ruling.158 
For Wells, however, the greatest American crime against black humanity 
remained extra-legal violence directed toward African Americans, and in The Reason 
Why she expanded upon the analysis of interracial violence that she first developed in 
Southern Horrors.  Once again, she exposed the lie that black male attacks on southern 
white womanhood were the source of lynch law by drawing extensively on statistical 
evidence and published accounts of lynching.  Now, however, these savage incidents of 
interracial violence provided an illiberal backdrop to the World’s Columbian Exposition 
and sharply contradicted the image of the United States that the fair’s promoters had tried 
to project--that of global leader in culture and commerce.  In Wells’ telling, the country 
appeared a brutish social backwater in comparison to the advanced societies of the world.  
One account in particular struck close to the fair’s home of Chicago.  In July of 1893, 
C.J. Miller, a black resident of Springfield, Illinois, had been falsely accused of assaulting 
and murdering two white women in Bardwell, Kentucky even though he had evidence 
that placed him in another state at the time of the murders.  Ignoring his claims of 
innocence and his appeal for a fair trial, a lynch mob in Bardwell had hanged Miller and 
mutilated his body.  Wells included a graphic image of the lynching so that all readers 
were forced to confront how African Americans were violently oppressed by a society 
that supposedly valued liberty above all else.159 
As she had in Southern Horrors, Wells did more than simply reveal how Jim 
Crow measures codified white racism and how lynching practices denied blacks their 
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right to due process of law.  Throughout her depiction of an illiberal American society, 
Wells expanded her understanding of class in order to illuminate the links between 
economic relations and racial discrimination, a dynamic that white liberal Chicagoans 
either did not perceive or ignored.  Wells pointed out, for example, that blacks performed 
one half of the country’s labor, which allowed many whites the opportunity to pursue 
interests in education, arts, science, and industry, i.e. all of those cultural attainments that 
the fair represented.160  In this sense, Wells anticipated what the African American 
sociologist and public intellectual W.E.B. Du Bois would later term the “‘manure theory’ 
of social organization”--the notion that the edifice of Anglo-Saxon democracy and 
culture was built on a foundation of black labor and reflected a kind of “industrial caste” 
system.161  Wells also broke new ground in her discussion of the convict lease system, an 
economic arrangement where prisons provided convict labor on the cheap to outside 
contractors while bringing in substantial revenue for prisons.  As Wells documented, 
ninety percent of convict laborers were black in some southern states, a product, 
according to Wells, of their exclusion from uplifting social organizations and of the 
institutional racism of the southern legal system, which typically gave blacks more 
punitive sentences than whites.  Not only were black convicts more viciously abused in 
prison, but their cheapened labor undercut the free labor market in a way that gave large-
scale contractors the upper hand in matters of hiring and wages.  By unjustly sentencing 
blacks, white southern judges had increased their state’s “slaves,” which simultaneously 
served the economic imperatives of capitalist development and reinforced the southern 
caste system by controlling and disenfranchising blacks.162  To be sure, the racial 
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dimensions of class conflict remained Wells’ preeminent concern, but her willingness to 
explore how tensions between labor and capital reinforced discrimination against blacks 
was nonetheless atypical, and groundbreaking, in the discourse on class among liberal 
Chicagoans.   
If Wells and Lloyd both expressed the investigatory, pragmatic, class-oriented 
perspective that defined Chicago’s liberal discourse, their reactions to the World’s Fair 
also exposed how the city’s white and black social reformers profoundly disagreed over 
the degree to which race relations shaped economic arrangements and labor-capital 
relations.  The contrast between how Wells and Lloyd reacted to the World’s Columbian 
Exposition could not have been more striking: while the fair had inspired in Lloyd a 
heady vision of a class-bridging social utopia, it only reminded Wells of how blacks 
faced the combined power of racial and economic oppression on a daily basis.  In a way 
that social reformers like Lloyd could not, Wells perceived how economic liberty and 
racial equality were fundamentally linked, the one unattainable without the other.  The 
fact that Wells regularly insisted on owning or partially owning the papers for which she 
wrote embodied her understanding of the essential connection between economic and 
racial liberation: she realized that her ability to confront racial subjugation in all its forms 
depended on maintaining economic control of the publications for which she worked.  
For this reason, Wells repeatedly called for economic pressure, such as denying 
investment capital to southern concerns or boycotting street cars, as a means for 
combating race-related violence.163  “The appeal to the white man’s pocket,” she wrote in 
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Southern Horrors, “has ever been more effectual than all the appeals ever made to his 
conscience.”164 
 
In the early 1890s, a community of social reformers took shape in Chicago that 
began to transform the city into a vital hub of liberal thought.  Led by Addams, Lloyd, 
Kelley, and others and rooted in institutions like Hull House and the University of 
Chicago, this group of thinkers drew on the industrial conditions that they observed 
around them to formulate an influential approach to social reform--the investigatory 
mode.  Rooted in the impulse to expose the social costs of industrial capitalism, this 
outlook favored a pragmatic view of knowledge, tended toward moral solutions to social 
problems, and accepted an expanded role for the state.  In addition, white liberal 
Chicagoans adopted a class-centric perspective that focused on divisions between 
workers and employers and ignored the racial dimensions of economic conflict.  When 
they engaged with other social theories, particularly Darwinism, it illuminated the 
economic orientation of their social thought.  This liberal discourse drew in social 
reformers from other regions, among them Ida B. Wells, who found the city ideologically 
hospitable and began to use it as a platform for speaking out on lynching and other forms 
of oppression directed toward blacks.  Though Wells shared some of the assumptions of 
the investigatory mode, she also challenged it by highlighting how racial prejudice 
shaped economic processes.  These conceptual trends were captured by the World’s 
Columbian Exposition of 1893, which illuminated the growing influence of liberal 
Chicagoans on social thought and revealed how white and black reformers were divided 
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over the significance of racial tensions in class conflict.  Following the World’s 
Columbian Exposition, these ideological currents would intensify as the advent of the 
Pullman strike led white liberals to fixate on the economic roots of social strain.165 
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Chapter Two 
  
“The Metropolis of Discontent”: 
The Pullman Strike, Liberal Chicagoans, and the National Discourse on Class 
 
For all of its grand exhibition halls, exotic cultural attractions, and glittering 
façades, the World’s Columbian Exposition could not mask the harsh social and 
economic realities of Chicago.  As the fair wound down, the ranks of unemployed 
workers continued to swell, and for the journalist Ray Stannard Baker, then a cub reporter 
for the Chicago News-Record, the combination of the fair’s grandeur and the ongoing 
economic turmoil created a dizzying juxtaposition of cultural feast and social famine: 
“Heights of splendor, pride, exaltation one month: depths of wretchedness, suffering, 
hunger, cold, in the next.”1  Baker’s recollection captured how the World’s Columbian 
Exposition, and the mood of commercial confidence it temporarily inspired, was but a 
momentary gloss on a deeper economic malaise.2  Labor conflicts, for one, had riddled 
the fair from beginning to end, and even in the final month of the exposition, ironworkers 
and carpenters had forced Director of Works Daniel H. Burnham to accede to their wage 
demands in order to assure their ongoing employment.  Also, idle Chicago workingmen 
had regularly staged protests on the lakefront and in the packinghouse district during the 
fair, and their demonstrations had compelled Mayor Carter Harrison to establish a Relief 
and Public Safety Committee, on which Addams sat, whose palliative measures--meal 
tickets, jobs on public works projects--provided temporary relief for the city’s 
unemployed.3  Moreover, bank failures, including Chicago’s Chemical National Bank, 
which maintained an Exposition branch, had provided alarming evidence of the 
precarious state of the country’s financial system. 
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As a result of these conditions, the economic dimensions of class increasingly 
came into focus for Baker and his liberal contemporaries in Chicago in the wake of the 
fair.  With the outlook worsening for workers and industrialists across the nation, 
tensions ran high between the forces of labor and capital, especially in Chicago, where 
industrial relations reached a violent apogee with the Pullman strike of 1894.  Ultimately, 
the Pullman dispute sharpened the conversation about economic conflict among liberals 
and social reformers: the strike focused their attention on the question of the proper role 
of the state in economic affairs, reinforced their belief that hardening divisions between 
laborers and capitalists were a primary source of social strife, and brought new voices 
into the discourse on class.  And, once again, the city of Chicago catalyzed this 
discussion: it appeared to embody a national condition of deteriorating industrial 
relations, and the social convulsions precipitated by the Pullman strike concentrated the 
country’s intellectual energies on the causes and consequences of economic conflict 
between the working and proprietary classes.  As a result, the city emerged as a kind of 
cultural authority on the economic problems of industrial civilization, especially the 
social divide that obtained between labor and capital--with liberal Chicagoans leading the 
way. 
 
The Economic and Racial Dimensions of the Pullman Strike 
The labor struggles and financial stresses that had plagued the World’s 
Columbian Exposition stemmed, in part, from a crippling economic downturn that had 
wreaked financial and psychological havoc across the country.  Triggered by industrial 
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overproduction, railroad failures due to financial mismanagement, and the folding of the 
National Cordage Company, the financial panic of 1893 led to the collapse of the stock 
market and marked the beginning of a harrowing five-year depression.  Approximately 
8,000 businesses and 360 banks failed between May and October, and anxious 
industrialists responded to the volatile economic climate by cutting either wages, or 
workers, or both.4  To make matters worse, money supply problems had left U.S. 
currency on shaky ground as a run on U.S. gold reserves by anxious investors further 
weakened the dollar and exacerbated the longer-term deflationary trend of prices and 
wages.5  President Grover Cleveland had attempted to revitalize business confidence by 
committing the country to the gold standard through repeal of the Sherman Silver 
Purchase Act (1890), which had raised the quantity of silver to be purchased and issued 
as legal tender by the federal government, but this course of action had failed to reverse 
deflation or to produce the desired turnaround.6  As the economy stalled, the employment 
outlook for wage laborers was grim: twenty percent of the country’s industrial workforce 
remained out of work during the winter of 1893-1894.  In Chicago, the closing of the 
World’s Columbian Exposition had only amplified the city’s unemployment crisis, which 
moved Addams to establish an unemployment relief station, the Hull House Bureau of 
Labor and Charity Registration, for suffering workers.7  During “that terrible winter,” as 
Addams remembered it, police stations and City Hall overflowed with encampments of 
homeless and jobless residents, and idle laborers expressed their rising anger through 
frequent lakeside demonstrations.8  All of this, according to Baker, had earned the city an 
inglorious moniker among some Chicagoans: “the metropolis of discontent.”9  
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On the heels of this economic hailstorm came the Pullman strike.  Linking social 
hardship to clashes between labor and capital, the dispute became the decade’s most 
highly charged national symbol of economic conflict.  The Pullman Palace Car Company 
provided luxury sleeping cars for passenger trains, and owner George Pullman had built 
up this business into a highly profitable monopoly, but it was Pullman’s innovative 
factory town that had made his reputation.  Disturbed by the great railroad strike of 1877, 
which had paralyzed northeastern and midwestern rail traffic and produced violent 
confrontations between policeman and strikers in Chicago, Pullman had taken the 
unusual, even visionary, step of constructing a kind of model town for his workforce.10  
The Pullman village boasted schools, paved roads, a shopping arcade, and tidy brick 
homes with indoor plumbing, and Pullman hoped that by providing his workforce with 
these amenities--which offered them a higher standard of living than they typically 
enjoyed--he would create contented workers, inculcate values of industriousness and 
temperance, and forestall labor insurgencies.11  Social experts like Carroll D. Wright 
lauded Pullman’s town for its benevolent intentions and orderly design, but resident 
workers disliked the coercive aspects of Pullman’s corporate paternalism.  They were 
forced to rent from Pullman, subjected to home inspections, forbidden to drink alcohol, 
and denied a voice in community affairs.  Though Pullman had portrayed this industrial 
community as a kind of workingman’s utopia in his “Ideal of Industry” display at the 
World’s Columbian Exposition, the residential patterns of the Pullman town told a 
different story as employees rarely stayed there longer than a few years.12  When 
Pullman’s profit margins plummeted during the panic of 1893, he responded by shrinking 
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his workforce and slashing wages, all the while maintaining the same rent levels and 
company store prices.  On May 7, 1894, Pullman workers, facing destitution, formally 
petitioned for lower rents or a return to previous wage levels.  Pullman, however, refused 
to meet their demands and fired three members of the worker grievance committee in the 
process, and four days later, nearly 2,000 employees walked out.13 
 Pullman employees had reason to feel confident that their strike would succeed.   
During the past month, a newly formed industrial union, the American Railway Union 
(ARU), had won a stunning victory over the Great Northern Railroad, the result of which 
was a massive upsurge in ARU membership among western rail workers.  Headed by 
Eugene V. Debs, a former official of the Brotherhood of Locomotive Firemen, the ARU 
welcomed rail workers of all skill levels.  This approach contrasted sharply with that of 
the American Federation of Labor (AFL), which focused on organizing the skilled trades 
and which had emerged in the early 1890s as the preeminent national labor organization.  
But, on account of its recent triumph and inclusive organizing approach, the ARU had 
eclipsed the AFL as the nation’s largest and most powerful union; the ARU boasted 
150,000 members by the time that relations between Pullman and his workers began 
deteriorating.  Railway workers had formed the ARU, in part, to counter the strength of 
the General Managers Association (GMA), an assembly of railroad executives that 
coordinated railroad labor policy in order to fight strikes, and the growing strength of 
Debs’ union suggested it was up to this task.  In April 1894, as tensions mounted between 
Pullman workers and management, one third of the Pullman workforce joined an ARU-
affiliated local.  In late June, the ARU authorized a sympathy boycott in support of the 
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striking Pullman workers, and rail traffic from Chicago to the Pacific Coast ground to a 
halt.14 
Debs and local Chicago community leaders, including Addams and Lloyd, 
believed that arbitration represented the best way to settle the dispute, but all attempts to 
mediate the strike failed.  Addams was nominated by the Civic Federation’s Board of 
Conciliation to gauge worker and company attitudes toward mediation, but Pullman 
rebuffed her initial entreaty, and he later rejected arbitration offers from the male 
members of the Board of Conciliation and from the ARU.15  Even though the early 
phases of the strike had been peaceful, U.S. Attorney General Richard Olney, a former 
railroad attorney, interpreted the strike as a threat to the civic order and quickly took legal 
action to end it.  Olney named GMA counsel Edwin Walker as a special U.S. attorney, 
and Walker promptly obtained an injunction from a Chicago federal district court that 
forbade ARU leaders to induce workers to strike.  To provide a legal basis for the 
injunction, the court cited the recently passed Sherman Anti-Trust Act (1890), a measure 
that was intended to protect interstate commerce from the unreasonable restraint of trade 
but whose implications for industrial relations were still being worked out.  The court 
reasoned that the striking workers had interfered in the natural functioning of the free 
market for labor, and this decision established a judicial precedent for invoking the 
Sherman Act in order to restrict combinations of labor but not those of capital.16  Based 
on the injunction, Olney convinced President Cleveland to send in federal troops, even 
though the strike had remained nonviolent and Governor John P. Altgeld had already 
signaled his willingness to muster the state militia if necessary.  When federal troops 
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arrived on July 4, their presence precipitated a wave of violence in which irate crowds of 
strikers, unemployed laborers, and bystanders burned train cars, destroyed railroad 
stations, and clashed with federal troops.  Arsonists even set fire to the seven largest 
buildings of the World’s Columbian Exposition.17  “All southern Chicago seemed afire,” 
wrote Baker of the strike-related violence, and this destructive surge turned public 
opinion against the strikers.18  Chicago workingmen, however, were less concerned about 
public opinion than they were about the clear partisanship of the federal government.  
The Trades and Labor Assembly called for a general strike on July 10, but many local 
unions were reluctant to break their trade agreements and only 25,000 laborers heeded the 
directive.  Authorities arrested Debs for contempt of court, and with federal troops 
protecting the strikebreakers hired by Pullman and the railroad companies, the trains 
starting moving again, breaking the strike.  
 
In addition to focusing national attention on how prolonged economic conflict 
between the forces of labor and capital had devastating social consequences, the strike 
exposed the racial dynamics that undergirded class warfare.  Though Debs had intended 
for the new union to be racially inclusive, the ARU rank-and-file, like their fellow 
workers in the railroad brotherhoods, barred African Americans from joining their ranks.  
This had major consequences for the strike: not only did it discourage black porters, 
waiters, and railway men from supporting the ARU during the boycott, it also inclined 
some African Americans to work as strikebreakers in the yards and switch towers of 
railroads like the Rock Island.  In Chicago, black strikebreakers even formalized their 
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antipathy to the ARU by creating their own organization, the Anti-Strikers Railroad 
Union.  Debs later acknowledged that the union’s failure to include blacks had been 
critical to determining the outcome of the Pullman strike.19 
In addition to the key role that they played in keeping the trains running, black 
strikebreakers also factored into other industries affected by the Pullman conflict.  When 
Chicago stockyard butchers conducted a sympathy boycott in support of Debs and the 
ARU in July, packinghouse magnate Phillip Armour brought in black strikebreakers to 
run his yards--the most significant influx of African Americans into the stockyards to 
date--and this provoked another wave of violence that was suffused with racial hostility.20  
On July 19, the Chicago Record-Herald reported that an effigy of a black worker had 
been found hanging at the stockyard entrance.  It described this figure as follows: “A 
black false face of hideous expression had been placed upon the head of straw, and a 
placard pinned upon the breast of the figure bore the skull and cross-bones with the 
words ‘nigger scab’ above and below in bold letters.”21  That same day the Chicago Daily 
Tribune reported that black strikebreakers working for Armour had been “badly beaten” 
by angry strikers when they arrived at the stockyards the previous day.22  As a result of 
these attacks and of rumors circulated by strikers that a “whitecap” faction planned to cut 
off the ear tips of any turncoats, black workers abandoned their jobs in the packinghouses 
by the end of July.23 
On display amid this racial discord in Chicago was the growing tendency of 
striking white workers to portray blacks as a “scab race.”  This epithet encapsulated the 
racial animosities that the Pullman strike had stirred up between African American and 
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white workers and which were increasingly present in the labor-capital conflicts of the 
1870s and 1880s.  It insinuated that black workers crossed the picket lines because they 
possessed depraved or duplicitous natures or because their alleged simple-mindedness led 
to their easy manipulation by capital interests.  In coining this term, white strikers 
invoked their prejudicial assumptions about African Americans in order to justify their 
harsh treatment of black strikebreakers and to ideologically position blacks beyond the 
purview of working-class activism.  Of course, many industrialists refused to hire blacks 
except as strikebreakers, and these discriminatory corporate hiring practices only served 
to reinforce the racial divisions that existed within the labor movement.  Moreover, given 
that black workers had been denied entry into many industries by employers or by 
racially exclusionary unions, strikes represented a golden opportunity for African 
Americans to gain access to highly valued jobs.24  But white trade unionists made little 
effort to understand the perspective of black workers on the matter, instead maintaining 
that when blacks took the job of a striking white worker, they only revealed their 
ignorance and susceptibility to exploitation by white industrialists.  In sum, by the time of 
the Pullman strike, many striking white trade unionists, and indeed many Americans, 
subscribed to the notion that blacks constituted a race of strikebreakers.  The prevalence 
of this idea reflected rising anxieties among white trade unionists in particular and white 
Americans in general about the growing visibility, and influence, of the African 
American in the industrial capitalist regime, and it worked to bar African Americans from 
any meaningful participation in industrial relations and to perpetuate the exclusion of 
blacks from the broader discourse of class.25 
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Three historical trends in industrial relations had contributed to the development 
of the “scab race” formulation.  In the first place, northern capitalists in the mining, iron, 
steel, and longshoring industries had regularly recruited southern black workers to break 
strikes since the Civil War--with bloodshed often the result.  Mining companies in 
Illinois, for example, had employed African Americans as strikebreakers since the 1870s, 
which had produced a series of bloody clashes between white and black miners, and 
mining companies in Washington, Indiana, Iowa, and West Virginia had started 
recruiting black strikebreakers in the 1880s and 1890s.  Chicago’s meatpacking industry 
had followed suit in 1886 when Phillip Armour defeated a strike by bringing in three 
hundred black workers under the protection of the National Guard.  As recently as 1892, 
during a long and destructive strike at the Homestead steel plant in Pennsylvania, 
Homestead officials had hired blacks as strikebreakers, a move deeply resented by the 
racially exclusive Amalgamated Association of Iron, Steel, and Tin Workers.  And racial 
discord between black and white workers related to strikebreaking was by no means 
exclusive to northern industrial relations, either.  Not one day before interracial violence 
broke out during the Pullman Strike, in fact, the Chicago Record-Herald had reported 
that striking white miners had shot six black strikebreakers during a gun battle outside the 
Pratt colliery in Birmingham, Alabama.26  On the whole, though, northern employers 
deployed black strikebreakers with much greater frequency than southern ones, and this 
practice was especially prevalent in the cities of Pittsburgh and Chicago, in the coalfields 
of the Midwest, Southwest, and Pennsylvania, and on the docks of major coastal cities.  
To be sure, blacks represented only a small percentage of strikebreakers--the majority 
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were white immigrants and native-born workers.27  But northern industrial capitalists 
came to rely on blacks to break strikes during times of widespread labor unrest, 
especially when the supply of unskilled white European workers had dwindled, and this 
tactic proved to be very effective because it divided workers in a way that not only 
weakened strike solidarity but also fostered racial discord between black and white 
laborers.28  For these reasons, imported southern black workers were present in nearly 
every major labor-capital conflict since the mid-1880s, and the threat of the “black 
strikebreaker” was a very real one to white strikers even though African Americans only 
constituted a minority of those employed to break strikes.29 
The increase in black strikebreaking also reflected longstanding tensions between 
black and white workers over racial exclusivity in the labor movement.  Most labor 
unions either barred black workers altogether or forced them to organize separate locals 
since as far back as 1869, when blacks split off from the main national union body of the 
era, the National Labor Union, to form the National Colored Labor Union.30  The 
exception to this rule was the Knights of Labor (KOL), a labor organization that had 
attempted to organize across race, skill, and gender lines in keeping with its goal of 
creating a brotherhood of workers based upon the ideal of cooperative production.  But 
the AFL had replaced the KOL as the main vehicle for organized labor in both 
ideological and structural terms by the end of the 1880s, and since the AFL sanctioned an 
exclusionary policy, discriminatory practices remained firmly entrenched within the labor 
movement at the time of the Pullman strike.  Though some labor leaders, including Debs, 
wished to united all workers along racial and class lines, this position was the exception 
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to the rule, and the ARU itself had voted to prohibit black membership over Debs’ 
protests.31  By refusing to allow blacks to join their ranks, white unionists gave African 
Americans little reason to support the economic objectives of the labor movement, and 
this was further compounded by the fact that strikebreaking provided one of the only 
opportunities for blacks to procure well-paying industrial jobs.  Through their 
construction of the “scab race” ideology, trade unionists only exacerbated the way in 
which blacks continued to be excluded from the labor movement and from the broader 
public conversation about social conflict between economic groups--except when African 
Americans were referred to as a race that unwittingly or immorally supported the efforts 
of concentrated capital to oppress the working class.32  
In addition to reflecting the racial divisions within the labor movement, the “scab 
race” formulation pointed up one other cultural trend: how unruly working class groups, 
by virtue of their racial “traits,” were increasingly linked to social disorder and anti-
American values in the age of industrial capitalism.  As far back as the 1870s, 
newspapers accounts had portrayed striking laborers as a kind of racial group that was 
inherently uncivilized, and this perception took on a distinctly radical hue in 1886.33  That 
year, as chronic overproduction plagued manufactures of steel, bricks, boxes, and 
agricultural implements and further depressed wage and price levels, skilled and 
unskilled workers marshaled their forces behind a massive campaign for an eight-hour 
day.  Many pro-labor leaders, such as Federation of Organized Trades and Labor Unions 
official Samuel Gompers, believed this reform would ameliorate the current problems of 
industrial political economy by lowering unemployment and raising wages and living 
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standards.34  Less supportive were KOL leaders like Terrence Powderly, who viewed the 
eight-hour day prescription--and strikes for that matter--as a palliative measure that only 
reinforced an oppressive wage system.  But the KOL rank-and-file were more inclined 
than their leaders to support the movement, and a massive upsurge in KOL membership 
lent great strength to the eight-hour campaign.  Unions conducted an unprecedented 
number of strikes in 1886--88,000 workers in Chicago alone participated in 307 strikes--
and the campaign crested when movement leaders called for a national strike on May 1, 
1886.  Approximately 200,000 workers heeded the summons nationwide, and Chicago 
led the way as an estimated 30,000-60,000 workingmen from the building, freight 
handling, furniture making, garment making, and cigar making trades participated in the 
strike and its celebratory parades. 
But violence soon marred the strike and seared into the minds of industrialists a 
permanent association between revolutionary anarchism, foreign races, and the city of 
Chicago.  On May 3, striking workers at the McCormick reaper plant had tried to prevent 
replacement workers from entering the facility, which led to a violent clash with police 
and the deaths of two workers.  To protest these violent tactics, the International Working 
People’s Association, an anarchist group composed primarily of Germans, called a 
meeting the next day in Haymarket Square that drew some 2,000-3,000 sympathizers.  
When police arrived to disperse what had been a peaceful gathering, an unknown 
attendee lobbed a bomb among the police ranks, wounding an estimated 50 officers, in 
some cases fatally.  Mayhem ensued as the remaining policemen began emptying their 
revolvers into the crowd, injuring dozens more workers and officers.  Outside of labor 
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leaders, many were quick to attribute the bloodshed to working class revolutionaries who 
opposed America’s industrial capitalist system, and police cracked down on organized 
labor in the weeks that followed by harassing trade unions and arresting scores of 
suspected anarchists and socialists.  Pullman himself joined a group of Chicago 
industrialists who, in the wake of Haymarket, pledged 100,000 dollars to combat social 
anarchy related to industrial disputes.  Ultimately, eight anarchist leaders were indicted 
for conspiracy to commit murder, and though no evidence linked any of the accused to 
the bombing, seven were sentenced to death and one to life in prison.  As the initial 
hysteria died down and social reformers like Lloyd viewed the situation more soberly, 
they were deeply troubled by this public witch-hunt, which had produced many violations 
of civil liberties, culminating with a trial that many liberals felt had made a mockery of 
the legal system.  A clemency movement emerged that pressured Illinois governor 
Richard J. Oglesby into reducing some of the sentences, but this pressure group could not 
undo the ideological consequences of the episode.  By branding the image of the “bomb-
throwing anarchist” into the public discourse, Haymarket had created an enduring 
association between radical workers, anarchism, and Chicago, with special emphasis laid 
on the susceptibility of the Germanic races to violent rebellion.35    
In the wake of the Haymarket affair, some social theorists began to argue that 
certain races had a greater propensity for industrial unrest than others.  For example, in an 
1886 compendium of essays on industrial relations, social analyst Fred Woodrow 
explained that recent events had “forced on the public mind” the question of how 
workers’ racial backgrounds related to the emergence of labor conflicts.36  Woodrow’s 
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essay reflected a broader cultural anxiety when it worried over how “the hot-blooded 
races, emotional, savage, and clannish, would submerge in a sea of kerosene the old 
Saxon solidity and granite.”37  Especially troubling to Woodrow were the southern 
European laborers: he described them as “soaked through and though with ignorance and 
superstition” and as “a blister on the social body and a check to its advancement.”38  The 
title of an July 1886 Age of Steel article made plain the connection between racial origins 
and working class radicalism: “Anarchy as a Blood Disease.”39  By arguing that certain 
races exhibited natural tendencies toward socialist or anarchist radicalism, social 
scientists and cultural commentators revealed how the Haymarket affair had indelibly 
linked working class radicalism to racial attributes.  Such a climate paved the way for 
striking white workers to develop attitudes about blacks that focused on their race as a 
way to highlight their danger to the American industrial order--ironically using the same 
sort of ideological weapon against blacks that concentrated capital had deployed against 
particular groups of white immigrant laborers.40 
 At bottom, when trade unionists or social scientists did expand their outlook on 
industrial conflict to acknowledge its racial contours, their perspectives typically 
perpetuated racial discrimination in a way that only further excluded blacks from the 
national discourse on class.  The notion that black strikebreakers represented a “scab 
race” created an ideological divide within the labor movement that would continue to 
disrupt relations between black and white workers during the first two decades of the 
twentieth century.  Such a formulation exposed how racial tensions were shaping 
economic conflicts within the industrial capitalist regime, and it also revealed the cultural 
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attitudes with which white liberal Chicagoans would have to contend in developing their 
own perspective on the relation between racial discrimination and economic inequality.  
In 1894, though, the racial coordinates of the Pullman strike still remained in the 
background for white liberal Chicagoans, who focused primarily on what the strike meant 
for the evolving social dynamics between organized labor and concentrated capital.  The 
Pullman Strike sharpened the conversation among them regarding modern societal ills 
and their root causes, and it spurred Addams, Lloyd, and others to elaborate upon their 
class-based notions of social reform and to further constrict their view of class to its 
economic aspects. 
 
Pronouncing on Pullman: Liberal Chicagoans and the Imperative of Class 
 
Florence Kelley summed up the highly charged ideological atmosphere of the city 
when she wrote to Lloyd on July 18 of how “the public mind was seething” over the 
Pullman affair.41  Kelly, too, was seething, over how Debs and the Pullman workers had 
been treated and over the way in which the federal government had abetted the railroad 
corporations in suppressing the strike.  In the course of events, she had come to admire 
Debs for his dedication to organizing all types of railway workers into one union, and she 
worked tirelessly to raise funds for his bail and to organize a protest rally, albeit 
unsuccessfully, for him.  In September 1894, Kelley published an article on the Pullman 
strike in Sozialpolitische Centralblatt, a German Social Democratic periodical, that 
revealed how the recent dispute was influencing the evolution of liberalism in Chicago.  
In “Looking Back on the Pullman Strike,” Kelley unpacked the social dynamics of the 
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strike by sifting it through the Marxian framework of ongoing class conflict between 
workers and capitalists.  Calling the strike a “life and death struggle” between railroad 
magnates and laborers, Kelly expressed ambivalence about its implications for the 
working class.42  For striking workers, she maintained, the strike could only be 
understood as a failure since they had failed to attain their goals or to manifest a “well 
developed class consciousness.”43  Especially alarming to Kelley was the loss of Debs’ 
leadership for the foreseeable future: she viewed his commitment to breaching the racial 
and craft divisions of the labor movement as enlightened and admirable, and she counted 
his loss “a tragedy.”44  At the same time, Kelley argued that the strike had brilliantly 
revealed the illiberal basis of Pullman’s welfare capitalism and consequently invested the 
labor movement with renewed vigor.  She wrote: “No one has contributed more to the 
development of class consciousness among American wage workers than George 
Pullman did when he forced 4,000 workers living in his model town to start working 
again by means of starvation, without granting them a human existence.”45  The upshot of 
all this, Kelley believed, was a growing sense of political urgency, marked by the 
development of new alliances between trade unionists, socialists, and agrarians, who 
collectively hoped to create a national labor party and to elect federal officials who would 
control, not collude with, railroad corporations.  To Kelley, the strike portended “an 
important epoch in American political life” because it had succeeded in galvanizing 
cross-class support for the labor movement.46  That Kelley spoke with favor of how Debs 
considered the race question settled and the labor question paramount also illuminated 
how easily equalitarian-minded reformers like Debs and Kelley could subsume questions 
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of racial equity into their broader economic agenda.  At bottom, Kelley’s appraisal of the 
strike reflected how social reformers in Chicago had placed the economic dimensions of 
class front and center in their ongoing discourse on social reform.47 
 Kelly’s position was unsurprising, given her socialist convictions, but Addams’ 
response to the strike represented something of a departure for the Hull House leader, and 
it illuminated how Chicago’s social and economic conditions were shaping liberal 
thought.  According to Addams, the strike signaled an “awakening to class 
consciousness” that revealed how relations between labor and capital were bitterly 
dividing the city.48  In the fall of 1894, she delivered a provocative address on the strike 
in Chicago and Boston (and again in New York City the following spring) that made 
waves in liberal, intellectual, and labor circles.49  In her speech, entitled “A Modern 
Lear,” Addams made a striking pronouncement: “We are all practically agreed that the 
social passion of the age is directed toward the emancipation of the wage worker; that a 
great accumulation of moral force is overmastering men and making for this 
emancipation as in another time it has made for the emancipation of the slave; that 
nothing will satisfy the aroused conscience of men short of the complete participation of 
the working classes in the spiritual, intellectual and material inheritance of the human 
race.”50  Given the social breadth of her reform efforts at Hull House, Addams’ remark 
was noteworthy for how it clarified the priorities of Hull House--and liberalism--by 
focusing on the economic dimensions of class and adopting without qualification the 
notion that social activism on behalf of laborers should drive progressive social reform.  
It also reflected how the investigatory liberalism of white social reformers like Kelley, 
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Addams, and Lloyd tended to separate racial questions from economic ones by assigning 
their significance to a bygone era.  In this sense, liberals like Addams viewed racial 
oppression as part of the historical continuum of the ongoing pursuit of social equality, 
rather than as a contributing force in the ongoing oppression of the working class.51 
In her address, Addams explained the strike’s rancorous industrial relations by 
drawing an imaginative comparison between George Pullman and King Lear.  Pullman’s 
relationship with his workforce, Addams suggested, mirrored King Lear’s relationship 
with his estranged daughter Cordelia, for in the same way that Lear had disregarded 
familial bonds, Pullman had lost sight of the common purpose that bound him to his 
employees.  In playing the role of benefactor, both men had become blind to broader 
social forces, and this blindness had rendered them incapable of understanding how their 
so-called beneficiaries could develop an allegiance to something beyond their patrons.  
Similarly, like Cordelia with her father, the labor movement had been less than generous 
with Pullman, too absorbed with its own interests and too willing to break radically with 
established practices.  Both sides, Addams concluded, had ethical work to do: corporate 
enterprise needed to adopt a social, not just commercial, perspective and to recognize that 
reform required democratic consent, while the working class needed to expand their 
“narrow conception of emancipation” to incorporate all classes, not just the laboring 
ones.52  Ultimately--and here Addams departed from Kelley and adopted an approach 
more typical of liberal Chicagoans--the Pullman Strike convinced Addams that a revised 
social ethics, not state control of railroads, was required in order to ameliorate intra-class 
conflict.  Pullman’s older individualistic values of thrift, cleanliness, temperance must be 
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expanded upon, though not discarded, to incorporate the labor movement’s emphasis on 
brotherhood and sacrifice.  The ideals of the older generation must adapt to the newer 
industrial conditions, Addams maintained, and this perspective illustrated how she 
applied Darwinian evolutionary principles to ethical thought in order to advance the 
cause of social reform.  Throughout the address, Addams drew on the Lear family 
metaphor to underscore how capital and labor shared the same social interests, which 
were perceptible if each group could but widen their constricted frames of reference.53 
Addams’ community-of-interests perspective was considerably less statist or 
militant in its implications than Kelley’s gradualist socialism, but her remarks were 
nonetheless sufficiently inflammatory to induce publishers to reject the piece when she 
sought to publish it.  No doubt this was a shock for her, whom the press had embraced 
prior to the Pullman conflict.  Though Addams’ position reflected a broad-minded vision 
of a democratic community that included laborers and capitalists, either group could still 
take umbrage with her position since she had pointed up the shortsighted perspectives of 
both the working and managerial classes.  Her public censure by the periodicals also 
reflected changing perceptions of Addams and Hull House: Chicagoans were now 
increasingly inclined to view Hull House as a reformist enterprise that backed the 
working class rather than as a broad-based charitable organization of benevolent uplift.54  
Despite the slights she received from publishers and from labor leaders and businessmen 
offended by her views, however, Addams continued to deliver the address throughout the 
rest of the decade, and the responses it provoked helped to solidified her position as an 
influential liberal, social reformer, and public intellectual on the national stage.55 
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Addams further clarified her perspective on organized labor when she contributed 
“The Settlement as a Factor in the Labor Movement” to Hull-House Maps and Papers 
(1895).  This compendium of essays and maps surveyed the social conditions of the 
surrounding neighborhood based on statistical information collected by settlement 
workers.  In her essay, a re-working of a talk she had given in 1893 for the Congress on 
Social Settlements, Addams made plain the social necessity of the labor movement.  
“Lack of organization,” she argued, “tends to helplessness of the isolated worker, and is a 
menace to the entire community.”56  Addams believed trade unionism, at its core, to be 
social and ethical in nature--she had intimated as much in “A Modern Lear”--and now 
she took this a step further by suggesting that a settlement could quicken the ethical 
evolution of organized labor by holding it to its “best ideal,” that of working toward the 
broader social good.57  While Addams recognized that laborers were no less susceptible 
to grasping materialism and narrow self-interest than industrialists and that labor unions 
could wield a destructive influence, particularly with strikes, she nonetheless looked upon 
labor disputes like the Pullman strike as harbingers of a time when communities of 
workers would develop broader social perspectives and associate peacefully.  Addams 
believed that Hull House could help keep industrial disputes from degenerating into class 
warfare by encouraging unionists and capitalists alike to focus on the public interest and 
by persistently foregrounding the moral goals of labor organization.  In sum, Addams 
envisioned Hull House as a kind of ethical midwife to labor, and ultimately to capital as 
well.58  
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If the Pullman strike focused Addams on conflicting sets of social values, it 
triggered a different ethical concern for Lloyd: the strengthening bonds between 
corporate power and federal jurisprudence.  Kelley had referred to this aspect of the strike 
in “Looking Back on the Pullman Strike” when she described the “disastrous 
combination of the President, his federal judges, and the federal troops with railway 
management,” but she had been primarily concerned about the consequences of political 
corruption for the organization of labor.59  For Lloyd, such collusion signaled nothing 
less than the death of republican government, and he stridently denounced it in an address 
to the Sunset Club on October 25, 1894.  In “Strikes and Injunctions,” Lloyd condemned 
the use of a federal injunction to curb the Pullman Strike, arguing that government by 
injunction had replaced government by consent--a perversion of the U.S. political order.  
An aggrandizing judiciary in league with corporate interests had created a climate of 
compulsory labor, or slavery.  Lloyd went even farther when speaking at a reception in 
November in honor of Debs’ release from prison.  There he proclaimed that Debs had 
been the victim of  “judicial lynch law” because the federal government had denied him 
freedom of speech, a trial by jury, and habeas corpus.  Lloyd predicted that the labor 
movement would “emancipate two kinds of slaves—master and man—the slave who has 
to submit to Gatling guns, and injunctions, and the slave who uses them.  This new 
emancipation, continuing and consummating all the others, will give a new strength to all 
the great words embodying the hopes and achievements of the race.”60  Like Addams, 
Lloyd took an historical view of racial oppression by invoking it as a reference point for 
the contemporary labor struggle.61  From Lloyd’s perspective, the subjugating relation 
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that obtained between wage laborer and capitalist corresponded with the oppressive 
relations of slave and master, and in this sense northern assistance to the cause of black 
freedom in the antebellum era could be understood as a kind of earlier sympathy strike 
for slaves.62  Lloyd’s references compartmentalized the processes of racial and economic 
liberation and reflected how white liberal Chicagoans maintained an ideological color 
line in their economic discourse over which racial imperatives did not tread.  Such a 
barrier allowed Lloyd to overlook the ways in which racial discrimination against black 
workers kept them from enjoying anything resembling equality with other white workers.  
For Lloyd, the epoch of American slavery provided a historical foil to his vision of an 
emancipated working class, and it also kept racial concerns from mingling with economic 
ones--a true blind spot within Lloyd’s social democratic outlook. 
If Lloyd’s public addresses in the wake of the Pullman strike illuminated the 
evolving contours of liberalism in Chicago, his most profound response to the industrial 
conflict was actually years in the making.  For nearly two decades, Lloyd had been 
working on an exhaustive study of the economic inequities of corporate capitalism, and 
he published the fruit of this labor, Wealth Against Commonwealth, on the heels of the 
Pullman strike in September 1894.  Lloyd’s treatise broke new ground for liberal thought.  
The first national exposé of the monopoly problem, Wealth Against Commonwealth 
provided the definitive anti-monopolist critique of laissez-faire capitalism for the 
Progressive Era.  Lloyd’s methods, too, were pioneering.  By investigating rigorously 
into a matter of national public concern, constructing a kind of legal oral history, and 
adopting a moralizing tone, he helped establish the conventions for the early twentieth-
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century “literature of exposure,” or muckraking journalism, that Ray Stannard Baker, Ida 
M. Tarbell, and others would bring to prominence through McClure’s Magazine in the 
early 1900s.63  In addition, Lloyd’s text illuminated the growing authority of liberal 
Chicagoans in the national discussion of economic conflict--particularly with regard to 
their analyses of the social costs of corporate capitalism.64 
Though Lloyd had fulminated against “government by injunction” in his orations 
on the Pullman strike, Wealth Against Commonwealth made clear that Lloyd held one 
public enemy responsible, in the main, for the nation’s calamitous economic fortunes: 
monopoly.  Drawing on recorded testimony from federal and state court cases, Interstate 
Commerce Commission (ICC) decisions, and governmental committee reports, Lloyd 
presenting a damning portrait of predatory capitalism in which burgeoning corporate 
power was snuffing the life out of both independent producers and republican idealism.65  
Monopoly, Lloyd stated emphatically, was the “greatest social, political, and moral fact,” 
a circumstance reflected in the emergence of trusts in such critical industries as oil, 
meatpacking, liquor, wheat, and sugar.66  These powerful economic combinations had 
colluded at will with the railroad interests in order to receive more favorable economic 
arrangements for transporting goods.  Because the trusts were often the beneficiaries of 
“rebates” that discriminated against smaller producers by allowing larger combinations to 
ship their goods at vastly reduced prices, trusts wielded great economic power: they could 
bring down production costs, control wages, and lower consumer prices in a way that 
destroyed the ability of smaller independent producers to compete.   
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Lloyd’s principal bogeyman was the oil trust, which he had valued in 1892 at the 
staggering figure of $168 million.67  To Lloyd, the history of the oil trust demonstrated 
how such combinations were destroying the efforts of honest, independent businessmen 
and women to profitably conduct business.  Tapping into the evocative power of 
republican idealism, Lloyd portrayed a fundamental conflict between wealth and 
commonwealth that reenacted an older revolutionary struggle, except that now an 
aggrandizing power sought to destroy the economic liberty of the “freemen” of 
industry.68  Independent companies that attempted to compete in markets where trusts 
dominated or that circumvented railroad and oil monopolies by creating new pipelines 
were likened to a nation seeking independence from a corrupt regime of wealthy elites.69  
In Lloyd’s view, concentrated wealth corrupted all: the law, the press, business, the 
public sphere, and ultimately, freedom.  “Liberty and monopoly,” Lloyd concluded, 
“cannot live together.”70 
Though Wealth Against Commonwealth drew on the language of republicanism to 
attack unbridled corporate power, it reached a very different conclusion about the role of 
the federal government in economic affairs than the republican idealists of the 
revolutionary generation.  While revolutionary republicans like Thomas Jefferson had 
warned repeatedly of the aggrandizing power of the state, Lloyd made the case for a more 
robust government by showing how federal efforts to restrain, investigate, or prosecute 
larger economic combinations had been entirely unsuccessful.  The Interstate Commerce 
Act of 1887 embodied the weakness of federal law: Congress had intended for this 
legislation to regulate unjust railroad rates, but corporations had almost completely 
	  	  
123	  
ignored it.71  In one example, Lloyd explained how an independent producer had been 
financially “ruined” even though he won his case in front of the ICC; such a hollow 
victory only demonstrated the inability of the ICC to protect the rights of the solitary man 
against the might of concentrated capital.72  In addition, Lloyd revealed how state and 
municipal inspectors were susceptible to corruption: they often worked for oil 
combinations and gave the trust favorable considerations, which the trust them used to 
squeeze out independents.73  Even the courts were ineffective: the New York State court 
system, for one, represented a “hunting preserve for those who can afford the luxuries of 
litigation,” and cases could be dragged out for years in it.74  And the defeat of the 
Pullman strike, of course, had only corroborated how federal jurisprudence underwrote 
corporate power.  By describing how the oil trust had persistently evaded the dictates of 
the ICC, Lloyd exposed a federal government ill equipped to bring larger combinations to 
heel. 
In challenging the forces of monopoly, Wealth Against Commonwealth also 
disputed the social Darwinist outlook that some industrial capitalists and social theorists 
had adopted on matters of political economy.  Lloyd argued that rebates through 
collusion, not natural fitness for existence, had ensured the success of larger economic 
combinations.75  In fact, independent coal producers could effectively compete with 
corporations, but they had been unnaturally shut out of the market; trusts thus 
contravened the laws of supply and demand when they attempted to eviscerate their 
competitors.  Furthermore, argued Lloyd, overgrown conglomerations of capital, 
administering production from hundreds of miles away, were actually more economically 
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“unnatural” than smaller-scale owner-run facilities.76  In any other form of human 
association beyond economic relations, Lloyd insisted, the “survival of the fittest” 
mentality would be viewed as barbaric.77 
Perhaps what was most surprising about Wealth Against Commonwealth was the 
conclusion that Lloyd finally reached concerning the problem of overgrown corporate 
power.  Lloyd wrote: “We must bring the size of our morality up to the size of our cities, 
corporations, and combinations.”78  Despite his condemnation of ineffective federal laws, 
Lloyd believed that the monopoly problem was ultimately moral and ideological, not 
structural, in nature, and thus it demanded an ethical, not a statist, solution. “Our tyrants,” 
Lloyd argued, “are our ideals incarnating themselves in men born to command”--an 
observation that resonated with Addams’ discussion of Lear and Pullman in “A Modern 
Lear.”79  The citizenry must conceive of and win a new “industrial liberty”; without it, 
political and religious liberty remained incomplete.80  Lloyd’s call for the moral 
renovation of industrial capitalism echoed Addams’ appeal for a new social ethics, but 
they also appeared to disagree in one respect: while Lloyd presented the forces of wealth 
and commonwealth in antagonistic terms, Addams stressed how laborers and capitalists 
were interdependent economic groups within a larger democratic community.  This 
seeming divergence was a more a matter of tone than doctrine, however, and in the end, 
Lloyd’s vision, too, was an ameliorative one.  He wished to refurbish rather than 
reconstruct national economic ideals, to “remould our institutions of wealth into the 
Commonwealth”--which meant reforming capitalism’s abuses through cooperative 
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economic solutions like municipal ownership of utilities or worker cooperatives but not 
through state ownership of the means of production.81  
As had Lloyd’s addresses on Pullman, Wealth Against Commonwealth neatly 
historicized racial conflict in order to foreground economic divisions.  Lloyd wrote: “A 
people half democratic and half plutocratic cannot permanently endure.”82  This remark, 
which recalled an 1858 speech by Abraham Lincoln on a “house divided” over slavery, 
captured the tone of divisiveness that permeated the national conversation on class while 
shifting the emphasis away from race and slavery and toward economics and the 
corporate form.83  Lloyd referred to the specter of slavery as a reference point for a 
commonwealth enslaved to wealthy interests, warning that conditions in which the few 
control the many portended “nothing less than a return to chattel slavery.”84  By equating 
slavery with degraded labor, Lloyd both compartmentalized the pursuit of racial equality 
and subsumed it into the broader pursuit of economic justice by suggesting that African 
American bondage and worker slavery were but different forms of a master exercising 
power over a laborer.  It was thus unsurprising and also ironic that the liberal clergyman 
Edward Everett Hale would proclaim Wealth against Commonwealth the “Uncle Tom’s 
Cabin of industrial times.”85  Lloyd himself had encouraged the parallel.  More 
importantly, Hale’s comment illuminated the perceived import of Lloyd’s work in the 
ongoing discussion of the social consequences of industrial capitalism--while 
inadvertently detaching Lloyd’s vision for “industrial times” from the earlier movement 
for racial equalitarianism.86   
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Wealth Against Commonwealth embodied the investigatory mode of liberal 
Chicagoans in the 1890s.  Lloyd’s text revealed his pragmatic search for a “better truth,” 
an approach that rejected the ideological dogmas of both laissez-faire and socialism and 
instead drew on evidence gathered from contemporary economic conditions to evolve 
gradualist prescriptions for social reform.  His book also revealed the nature of Lloyd’s 
statism: firmer than Addams’ but stopping short of a state-directed economy, and due less 
to ideological conviction than to the fact that federal efforts to curb industrial capitalists 
had visibly failed.  In addition, Wealth Against Commonwealth reflected a vision of 
social reform that adopted an economic perspective on society--monopolists versus 
independent producers--in order to argue that conflicts within the corporate capitalist 
order could be harmonized through ethical advance, in this case by developing an 
“industrial” ideal of liberty.  It also exposed the racial contours of the social vision held 
by many liberals and progressive thinkers: their outlook had evolved out of the earlier 
pursuit of racial equalitarianism but had now been disentangled from it.  Finally, Lloyd’s 
text underscored how liberal Chicagoans, and Chicago, were increasingly looked to as 
cultural authorities on the social and economic dynamics of the industrial capitalist 
regime.  By challenging the dictates of laissez-faire, stressing the economic divisions of 
society, and situating liberal Chicagoans at the forefront of the national discourse on 
class, Wealth Against Commonwealth exemplified the investigatory liberalism of 
Chicago. 
Other contemporary works of political economy confirmed Chicago’s rising 
cultural authority in matters of economic conflict.  In June 1894, for example, reformer 
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William Hope Harvey published Coin’s Financial School, an incendiary pamphlet that 
blamed the nation’s economic woes on a constricted money supply.  Wildly popular, the 
little book was devoured by Americans eager for more information on the “money 
question,” and it sold hundreds of thousands of copies in its first year alone.87  A lawyer 
by training, Harvey had recently settled in Chicago after years of fortune seeking in the 
West and Middle West, where his professional adventures had included the practice of 
law, real estate development, and silver mining in Colorado.88  As a result of these forays, 
especially his work in the silver mines, Harvey had developed into a champion of 
bimetallism--the notion that the value of U.S. currency should be linked to both silver and 
gold reserves, rather than gold alone--and of its political corollary, the free coinage of 
silver.  In Coin’s Financial School, Harvey endorsed this prescription for currency reform 
through his portrayal of “Coin,” a youthful Chicago businessman who conducts a series 
of public lectures on “the science of money” at Chicago’s Art Institute, the former site of 
the World’s Fair Congresses.89  Through his depiction of Coin’s “classes” on the 
monetary system, Harvey chronicles an act of ideological conversion as elite Chicago 
businessmen, journalists, professors, farmers, and urban laborers are won over to 
bimetallism by “the little financier of the people.”90  Ostensibly fictional, the text baldy 
promoted the silverite position.  It also reflected how Chicago had come to be 
simultaneously perceived as both a national symbol of economic conflict and as a 
democratic agent of progressive social reform. 
Harvey’s call for the re-monetization of silver illustrated how concerns over the 
money supply had shaped the economic climate of the Pullman strike and, more broadly, 
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of the past two decades.  Since the 1870s, southern and midwestern farmers had 
experienced great economic distress in the form of mounting debts, diminished 
purchasing power, and declining prices, especially in cotton and wheat.  This, in turn, had 
led to widespread discontent with the financial system, including the money supply, 
which impoverished farmers wished to expand in order to make credit more widely 
available and to boost falling prices.  During the 1880s, the growing feeling of 
dissatisfaction among agrarians had found expression in two national associations, the 
National Farmer’s Alliance and the Southern Alliance, and together these organizations 
had called for the overhaul of the monetary system, experimented with new economic 
practices such as cooperative marketing, and fueled political action at the local and state 
levels.  By 1892, a national, independent third party, the People’s Party, had emerged to 
fight for agrarian interests and to combat corporate power, and its platform included a 
variety of reformist initiatives, not the least of which was the expansion of currency and 
credit structures.  When the Panic of 1893 struck and the country’s gold reserves 
dwindled, it pushed “the money question” to the forefront of political discourse.91  Within 
this context, Coin’s Financial School represented a response to the acrimonious 
Congressional debate in the summer of 1893 that had resulted in the repeal of the 
Sherman Silver Purchase Act.92  Harvey’s pamphlet made the prototypical case for 
coining silver: that a policy of bimetallism had maintained a stable national currency 
since the country’s inception, but that the Coinage Act of 1873, which had demonetized 
silver and established a de facto gold standard, had deviated from this tradition and 
disturbed the country’s monetary equilibrium in a way that rewarded business elites and 
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punished the producing classes.  Moreover, argued Harvey, this turn of events had been 
brought about by a “money trust” whose shadowy machinations were responsible for the 
declining prices of consumer goods and for rising indebtedness among rural farmers and 
urban workers.93  Only a return to bimetallism, so this line of thinking went, would 
restore America’s fiscal health.94 
On the surface, Coin’s Financial School appeared to adopt some of the liberal 
assumptions that had bolstered Lloyd’s Wealth Against Commonwealth.  Harvey, like 
Lloyd, had identified a trust--this one financial--as the primary threat to the economic 
freedom of farmers and workers, and he, too, had illustrated the dangers of this trust by 
drawing on the discourse of republicanism.  Conjuring the spirit of the American 
Revolution, Coin called for citizens to unite against an undemocratic system of exchange 
that was “destroying the honest yeomanry of the land, the bulwark of the nation” and 
“bringing this once great republic to the verge of ruin.”95  Coin warned, apocalyptically, 
of how an encroaching English fiscal power was threatening America’s economic self-
sufficiency, and he demanded that the U.S. challenge England’s monometallism and 
reestablish a monetary policy that more nearly resembled that of the founding fathers.  
Moreover, Harvey’s social vision was ultimately ameliorative, not revolutionary, in 
outlook: Coin’s revelations in Coin’s Financial School brought together elite bankers, 
renowned Chicago businessmen like Phillip D. Armour, urban laborers, and rural farmers 
to overthrow an unjust monetary system.  Though the language and cartoons in Coin’s 
Financial School were designed to appeal to white workers and farmers, Harvey’s 
ultimate intention was to foster harmony among all economic groups, much as Lloyd had 
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intended with “No Mean City.”  Finally, Harvey’s text performed the characteristic 
liberal elision of black-white tensions from the discourse on class by subsuming all social 
groups into broader economic categories, this time into the groupings of producer and 
financier.  
But here the resemblances stopped.  While Lloyd had constructed an expansive, 
comprehensive account of the economic inequities perpetuated by corporate capitalism, 
Harvey had advanced a perspective that was glaringly myopic in comparison.  Lloyd had 
invoked the republican tradition in order to advocate for the ethical overhaul of laissez-
faire capitalism, which necessarily required a range of social reform measures, but 
Harvey had drawn on this discourse to promote but one narrow objective: the free 
coinage of silver.  Such a single-minded approach to reform ignored other critical factors 
in the country’s economic development, including advances in technology, 
overproduction, the emergence of large-scale corporations, and growing tensions between 
labor and capital--all of which Harvey scarcely acknowledged as consequential for 
evolving economic conditions.  Lloyd, on the other hand, though mindful of the ongoing 
contraction of currency, viewed it as but one manifestation of the larger problem of 
monopoly, and as a result he regarded the silver panacea as a superficial measure that 
could potentially derail more critical aspects of the progressive reform agenda such as 
regulating corporations or protecting the interests of the working class.96  In this sense, 
Harvey’s dogmatic perspective on bimetallism was out of step with the broad-minded, 
pragmatic, anti-ideological tenor of Chicago-based liberalism.  If Harvey had effectively 
portrayed Chicago business leaders as unreflective and self-interested in Coin’s Financial 
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School, his tract suggested that he, too, suffered from a lack of social vision.97  Finally, 
Harvey’s analysis of the economic divisions of society lacked scope and rigor: he often 
reduced his discussions of the ongoing clash between eastern financiers and midwestern 
agrarian producers into the overly simplified framework of gold-bug elites versus the 
silver-supporting masses.  In this sense, Harvey’s salvoes against the gold standard often 
seemed more concerned with attacking the upper class than thoughtfully analyzing 
regional economic tensions between financiers and producers, and he made only a 
passing attempt to acknowledge the conflict between labor and capital that liberal 
Chicagoans viewed as fundamental to any analysis of contemporary social strife.  In sum, 
Harvey’s tract lacked both the pragmatism and the economic perspective on class that 
had shaped the investigatory mode of liberal Chicagoans. 
In the end, Coin’s Financial School significance lay not with the economic 
insights it offered but with the cultural work it performed.  Though “Coin” had addressed 
the Chicago community with his imagined lectures, Coin’s Financial School addressed 
the nation.  The figure of Coin represented an act of the political imagination that 
reflected how Chicago had come to anchor the national discussion on corporate 
capitalism.  Chicago lay at the center of Harvey’s narrative: it served as catalyst, 
participant, and arbiter in the debate over the money question.  Personified by Coin, the 
young financier and Chicagoan, the city was imagined as a kind of “teacher” that could 
reason out obtuse social and economic problems in the language of the layman and unite 
warring economic groups.98  By making Coin a purveyor of economic knowledge, 
Harvey reflected the growing prominence of the city in the national discourse on political 
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economy, the central role that Chicago played in organizing and developing the U.S. 
economy, and the cultural freight that the city now bore as a marker of national economic 
problems.  It was Chicago’s privileged position within Harvey’s narrative that gave the 
text its economic and moral authority and caused it to resonate deeply with the 
economically dispossessed, especially urban workers and agrarians of the Midwest.  
Chicago, Harvey suggested in Coin’s Financial School, symbolized the anti-democratic 
basis of economic life in America--and also held the key to the country’s liberation. 
If Chicago seemed to promise answers about how to relieve social tensions within 
a corporate capitalist regime, the promise of the silverite position was ultimately short-
lived.  When the issue of bimetallism became the premier concern of the election of 
1896, it led the People’s Party to join forces with the Democratic Party and its 
presidential nominee, William Jennings Bryan, on a free-silver platform and to abandon 
the rest of its reform agenda.  The original Populist program, which had called for 
government ownership of railroads, crop-lien law reform, an income tax, and the direct 
election of senators in addition to bimetallism, had attracted a variety of reformers, 
among them western silverites, socialists, trade unionists, and progressive social 
reformers.  Lloyd, for one, had hoped that the People’s Party would mount a definitive 
challenge to corporate power, and between 1894 and 1896 he labored tirelessly within the 
Illinois branch of the party to forge a Labor-Populist alliance that would support the most 
progressive planks of the Populist platform such as government ownership of monopolies 
affecting the public interest.  Lloyd was deeply discouraged when the silver wing of the 
People’s Party usurped the broader economic program of Populism by choosing Bryan--
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and free silver--in 1896, and the episode led him to distance himself from third party 
politics and to focus his energies on social reform movements that operated outside of the 
political arena.99 
 
If white liberal Chicagoans had moved to the forefront of the national discourse 
on class in the wake of the Pullman strike, black liberal Chicagoans like Wells still 
remained on the ideological outskirts of the liberal community.  In early 1894, Wells had 
been invited to return to Great Britain for a second speaking tour, and on February 24 she 
departed for England to raise awareness there about lynching practices in the United 
States.  By placing southerners’ violent oppression of blacks squarely in front of the 
British public, Wells hoped to pressure American clergymen, social reformers, and 
politicians to recognize the faulty premise of the southern rationale for lynching and to 
take a committed stand against these acts of racial violence.  Her new position as a press 
correspondent for the Chicago Daily Inter-Ocean provided her with a powerful platform 
for applying such pressure, and throughout her speaking campaign she reported back to 
the Inter-Ocean on her public lectures and the reactions they elicited from British 
audiences.  Her correspondence with the Inter-Ocean during her six-month tour, 
understandably, focused on her personal experiences in Great Britain--the social 
freedoms she enjoyed, the receptivity of her British audiences to her anti-lynching 
message, the political successes that accompanied her overseas campaign.  Her efforts, 
for example, led the National Baptist, Congregational, Unitarian, and temperance unions 
to adopt anti-lynching resolutions at their annual conventions in London, and the 
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National Baptist Union’s resolution was widely published by British dailies and 
American press outlets.  All of this underscored how American clergymen and social 
reformers had tacitly condoned lynching by remaining silent on the matter or by 
accepting the southern explanation that lynching punished black males who had sexually 
assaulted southern white women.100 
Wells’ missives to the Inter-Ocean brought considerable publicity to her anti-
lynching campaign, but they seldom addressed contemporaneous events in America that 
did not directly related to the problem of lynching.  About the Pullman strike she said 
little, and there are a few plausible reasons for her silence on the topic.  The first and 
most likely explanation is that Wells, abroad for the duration of the strike, was simply 
preoccupied with her social affairs in Great Britain.  Another possible reason for her 
seeming disinterest in the Pullman conflict can be gleaned from her dispatch to the Inter-
Ocean on April 23, 1894.  Here Wells referred in passing to the “Coxeyites,” a host of 
unemployed workers that the currency reformer Jacob S. Coxey had marched to 
Washington, D.C. in late March in order to protest the country’s deteriorating economic 
conditions.101  For Wells, Coxey’s demonstration reflected how white unemployment 
commanded the attention of the federal government but the lynching of blacks did not, 
and it only reminded Wells that “nobody is moving a finger to stay outrages upon the 
Negroes.”102  Wells might well have perceived the Pullman strike in similar terms: like 
the Coxeyite rebellion and the World’s Columbian Exposition, it was just another 
illustration of how the national conversation on class assigned priority to white concerns 
over economic inequity and ignored black concerns over racial justice.  Or, it may be that 
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Wells was less concerned about the Pullman conflict because Pullman’s Palace Car 
Company continued to allow blacks to purchase Pullman sleeper cars--thus making the 
company a less likely target for her salvoes against racial discrimination--or because she 
remained unaware of the racial violence attendant to the strike, which likely would have 
drawn her attention.103  In the summer of 1895, for example, when a race riot broke out in 
Spring Valley, Illinois after the local coal company imported black miners to break a 
strike by Italian immigrants and native whites, Wells had helped to organize a committee 
to provide aid to the town’s black families, all of whom had been forced to leave the town 
during the conflict.104  Whatever the reason for Wells’ silence about the Pullman strike, it 
was conspicuous, especially since the strike had provoked such vigorous responses from 
white liberal Chicagoans, and it only reinforced the sense that she remained an outsider in 
Chicago’s liberal discourse on class.105 
Upon her return to the United States in July, Wells pursued her domestic anti-
lynching campaign with renewed vigor.  By August, she was back in Chicago, where she 
formed a local anti-lynching league, and soon she was accepting speaking engagements 
across the nation on account of her growing fame.106  In 1895, Wells published her most 
comprehensive pamphlet on lynching to date, A Red Record: Tabulated Statistics and 
Alleged Causes of Lynchings in the United States, 1892-1893-1894, which she hoped 
would encourage her supporters to “tell the world the facts.”107  Addressed to “the student 
of American sociology,” A Red Record advanced a statistics-based method of analysis 
similar to that which had begun to inform the studies of Hull House residents.108  The 
pamphlet reflected how Wells had broadened her perspective on lynching beyond the 
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framework of southern race relations.  Unlike Southern Horrors, a deeply personal work 
that reflected Wells’ preoccupation with her own experiences in the South, A Red Record 
stressed how lynching was a “national crime” that reached beyond the South and into the 
North and Midwest.109  In the pamphlet, Wells provided documented account after 
documented account of black persecution, which transpired not only in the South but in 
states like Illinois, where a colored tramp in Decatur had been hanged on a telegraph pole 
for allegedly assaulting a white female resident even though she had never identified him 
as her attacker.110  Wells’ overseas campaign had widened the lens of her social critique. 
“The entire American people now feel, both North and South, that they are objects in the 
gaze of the civilized world,” wrote Wells.111  Though she remained focused on the black 
“class” of citizen and though the South still furnished the majority of her examples of 
racial violence, she now organized her accounts of lynching according to the broader 
social framework of alleged criminal offense (quarreling, stealing, rape, etc.), which 
portrayed her investigation in less sectional terms while still illustrating how blacks were 
unjustly lynched for nearly any sort of transgression.  As she had in Southern Horrors, 
Wells argued that blacks should apply economic pressure in their pursuit of social justice, 
imploring her audience to “bring to the intelligent consideration of Southern people the 
refusal of capital to invest where lawlessness and mob violence hold sway.”112  She also 
called for anti-lynching supporters to back a bill drafted by New Hampshire 
Congressman Henry W. Blair that would establish a federal commission in order to 
investigate the true correlation between sexual assault and the lynching of blacks.113  
Another artifact of Wells’ investigatory liberalism, A Red Record was especially notable 
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for the new ground it broke in nationalizing the problem of racial violence--which paved 
the way for white liberals Chicagoans to do the same in the 1900s. 
If Wells’ focus on racial discrimination continued to place her beyond the pale of 
the white liberal discourse of Chicago, other influential national black leaders were 
articulating a perspective on class that reinforced the one promoted by white liberals 
Chicagoans.  The esteemed African American educator Booker T. Washington, for 
example, had developed a vision of black social advance that stressed self-help and the 
pursuit of economic independence, particularly through industrial vocational training, and 
that foreswore the goal of achieving social and political equality on a par with whites.  A 
former slave who had attended the Hampton Normal and Agricultural Institute in 
Hampton, Virginia, Washington had founded the all-black Tuskegee Normal and 
Industrial Institute in Alabama in 1881, and this vocational program had elicited support 
from influential whites on both sides of the Mason-Dixon line.  Many northern white 
philanthropists, liberals, and social reformers, including Jane Addams and Henry 
Demarest Lloyd, approved of Washington’s emphasis on industrial education and self-
cultivation and became warm supporters of his cause, often directing charitable funds and 
prospective students toward Tuskegee.114  Southern white businessmen, meanwhile, 
supported Washington because of his emphasis on black labor and resistance to trade 
unionism.  In general, southern politicians and community leaders endorsed 
Washington’s approach because they perceived, correctly, that his vocational agenda and 
accommodationist stance toward segregation and disenfranchisement supported the 
economic objectives of the industrializing South and left the southern caste system 
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undisturbed.  Because Washington’s vision appealed to both northern and southern 
whites, he had managed to cultivate an extensive network of supporters and patronage 
channels, and his growing power had made him the leader of the southern black 
population, and by proxy the national African American community, since the great 
majority of blacks still lived in the South.115 
On September 18, 1895, Washington gave a speech at the Atlanta Cotton States 
and International Exposition to an audience of white southern businessmen and 
politicians that captured the essence of his Tuskegee vision.  During this address, 
Washington sanctioned how white liberals had assigned priority to ameliorating 
economic tensions between labor and capital and dismissed the pursuit of racial justice.  
Calling for a “new era of industrial progress,” Washington implored blacks to “cast down 
their bucket” on southern soil by accepting their current social conditions and by 
pursuing economic self-development in agriculture, industrial vocations, and domestic 
service.116  Washington further counseled southern blacks that “we shall prosper in 
proportion as we learn to dignify and glorify common labour.”117   To white southerners, 
Washington suggested that such an approach would mitigate class conflict, and he 
beseeched southern white businessmen to “cast your bucket among those people who 
have, without strikes and labour wars, tilled your fields, cleared your forests, builded 
your railroads and cities, and brought forth treasures from the bowels of the earth.”118  
Washington’s vision of economic cooperation was agrarian and laissez-faire in outlook, 
and he was primarily concerned with nurturing individual uplift, not developing a 
working class or even a racial consciousness.  But he had nonetheless adopted an 
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economic analysis of southern social conditions that placed to one side all questions of 
social and political equality between the races.  In this sense, Washington had performed 
the same sort of ideological work within the black community that white liberals had 
carried out in Chicago: he had prioritized an economic perspective on class that stressed 
the common interests of laborers and capitalists and that avoided any discussion of how 
racial imperatives shaped economic relations.  Like white liberal Chicagoans, and many 
other northerners and southerners, for that matter, Washington preferred to assign slavery 
and its horrors to historical memory and instead focus anew on economic advance.  If this 
vision did encourage black solidarity, which Washington surely imagined that it did, then 
it did so by focusing on individual economic achievement among blacks, not the 
collective struggle of black laborers.  At bottom, Washington vision was interracial and 
individualistic, not African American and communal, in emphasis, and it was only 
conceivable if one turned a blind eye to the caste system of the South.  
Thus Washington’s approach to black advance echoed some of the prevailing 
assumptions of the national discourse on class that liberal Chicagoans had helped to 
establish.  Their pragmatic approach and community-of-interests perspective on labor-
capital relations, combined with their call for ethical, not statist solutions, signaled the 
ideological drift of the times.  In November 1894, following the Pullman strike, the Civic 
Federation of Chicago organized a Congress on Industrial Conciliation and Arbitration 
that recommended voluntary arbitration for industrial relations.  Also, the U.S. Strike 
Commission, established by President Cleveland to investigate the causes of the Pullman 
conflict, followed suit by endorsing collective bargaining, the creation of a federal strike 
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commission, and the development of state procedures for arbitration.119  Following the 
Congress on Industrial Conciliation and Arbitration, trade unionists drafted a bill, which 
Addams supported, that established a state Board of Conciliation and Arbitration, to be 
called upon when both parties agreed to arbitration.120  When the Illinois General 
Assembly passed this measure, it represented a legislative victory not only for the state of 
Illinois but also for Addams and Lloyd.  It signaled the triumph of their ameliorative, 
community-of-interests viewpoint on industrial relations: that labor must be organized to 
countermand corporate strength, and that workers and capitalists must be brought 
together in recognition of their mutual interdependence.  Following the November 
conference, Addams served on a national commission that sought federal legislation on 
arbitration, and the efforts of this group eventually spurred Congress to pass the Erdman 
Mediation Act (1898), which created arbitration procedures for interstate railroads and 
organized railway workers.121  In general, these civic and federal responses to the 
Pullman strike mirrored the tendency of liberal Chicagoans to perceive socioeconomic 
problems in ethical, not structural, terms.  When Addams reflected on the meaning of the 
strike in later years, she continued to describe it as a clash between the democratic 
idealism of the labor movement and the individualist claim of the capitalist.122  In the 
final analysis, the national discourse on class that emerged in the wake of the Pullman 
strike--a discussion in which Chicago liberals had played a leading role--helped to define 
the ideological parameters of liberalism for the rest of the decade. 
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Makers of Understandings: Ray Stannard Baker, John Dewey, and Post-Pullman 
Chicago 
 
The Pullman conflict marked an ideological watershed in more ways than one.  
Not only did it sharpen the ongoing conversation about economic conflict among liberal 
Chicagoans, it also motivated other Chicago-based writers and scholars to refine their 
thinking on matters of political economy and social reform.  Chief among those who 
would draw inspiration from the social and economic conditions of 1890s Chicago was 
Ray Stannard Baker, a fresh-faced young writer who moved to the city in June 1892 to 
pursue a career in journalism.  Born in Lansing, Michigan, Baker had grown up in 
pastoral northern Wisconsin in the tiny village of St. Croix Falls, where his father worked 
as a land agent.123  After graduating from Michigan Agricultural College in 1889, Baker 
had made an abortive attempt at law school before moving to Chicago and hiring on with 
the Chicago News-Record as a staff reporter.  Inquisitive by nature, Baker was enthralled 
by the spectacle of Chicago, by turns admiring of its grandeur and shocked by its 
meanness.  Though initially impressed by the seeming prosperity of the city as it prepared 
for the World’s Columbian Exposition, Baker came to believe that Chicago, with its 
“unprecedented extremes in poverty, unemployment, unrest,” had been hit hardest by the 
national depression that followed the Panic of 1893.124  While one must always allow for 
hyperbole when evaluating Baker’s cultural observations--his enthusiastic nature made 
him prone to speaking in exaggerated tones--his alarm at the socioeconomic conditions of 
Chicago was genuine.  For Baker, the material conditions of the city, coupled with its 
vibrant liberal discourse, would stimulate a deep and abiding interest in socioeconomic 
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problems and lay the ideological groundwork for his career as a journalist and social 
reformer.125 
When Baker first arrived in Chicago, he could hardly be described as progressive 
in outlook.  Raised on steady ideological diet of frontier individualism and self-reliance 
through his upbringing in rural Wisconsin, where labor conflicts were practically non-
existent, Baker summed up his early view on economic hardship as follows: “We of the 
frontier did not recognize poverty.”126  His family history had been steeped in a 
pioneering individualist ethos: generations of Bakers had traditionally ventured to points 
west, and his father, who had set off into the green expanse of Wisconsin a few years 
after Baker’s birth to pursue an opportunity as a land agent, embodied these values.  By 
the time Baker arrived in Chicago, he had deeply internalized the notion that America, 
like the Wisconsin frontier, afforded boundless economic opportunities for those 
individuals with the foresight and determination to grasp them.127  As a result, while 
Baker was appalled by the unemployment and poverty he saw around him in Chicago, he 
had little sympathy for the unemployed or the urban poor, and he confessed the dire 
economic situation there “wholly beyond his understanding.”128  
But Baker’s perspective began to change when his managing editor assigned him 
to report on “Coxey’s Army,” a congregation of idle workers that had begun to mass in 
Massillon, Ohio in March 1894.  Led by Jacob S. Coxey, a prosperous businessman and 
longtime proponent of currency reform, this host intended to march to Washington to 
demand reforms that would ease the suffering of the unemployed.  Immediately skeptical 
of Coxey’s ragtag army and proposed legislative remedies, which including a bill that 
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would hire unemployed laborers to build public roads and compensate them with paper 
money issued by Congress, Baker was gradually won over to the cause, if not the 
solution, when he witnessed the outpouring of support that the marchers received along 
their trek to Washington.  Baker came to believe that a state of national economic distress 
had warranted the march, and writing to the Chicago News-Record in late March, he 
confessed, “I am beginning to feel that the movement has some meaning, that it is a 
manifestation of the prevailing unrest and dissatisfaction among the laboring classes.”129  
Baker’s interest in labor problems had been awakened during a literary seminar at the 
University of Michigan and heightened when he reported on a local restaurant strike in 
Chicago, and Coxey’s “petition in boots” fed Baker’s burgeoning social sympathies.130  
Though federal officials arrested Coxey before he could make his formal address on the 
steps of the Capitol building, his march had resonated deeply among unemployed and 
impoverished Americans--and with Baker, too, even though his lingering attachment to a 
philosophy of economic individualism made him less enthusiastic than other liberal 
Chicagoans about solving economic problems through government action.131 
The Pullman strike followed on the heels of Coxey’s march, and it further 
unhinged Baker’s individualistic economic beliefs while sharpening his focus on labor-
capital relations.  Immediately reassigned to the strike, Baker became absorbed with 
investigating and understanding the conflict and even found himself in the middle of a 
violent confrontation between striking workers and federal troops in Hammond, Indiana 
on July 8.  The strike unmoored Baker’s ideological convictions and left him uncertain 
about where his loyalties lay: he sympathized with the suffering workers and admired 
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Debs’ humanitarianism, but he also believed that order and the rule of law should be 
restored--a position that lacked Lloyd’s hostility towards corporations and Addams’ 
sophisticated analysis of social ethics but that nonetheless comported with their 
ameliorative, community-of-interests perspective on the dispute.132  Following the strike, 
Baker continued to investigate its consequences by writing vignettes about individual 
strikers that portrayed their dire economic circumstances, and these articles generated a 
wave of unsolicited contributions that led the Chicago News-Record to establish a relief 
fund for suffering Pullman laborers.  Though Baker was proud of his efforts in regard, the 
strike left him deeply unsettled.  It had allowed him to see more clearly into economic 
conditions, “the real news of the time,” but it had also “shaken Chicago to its 
foundations”--and Baker’s own convictions along with it.133  He remained uncertain of 
how to resolve his own ideological inheritance with the socioeconomic conditions he 
reported on or with progressive schemes for using state power to regulate industrial 
capitalism and protect workers.  If the Pullman strike meant clarity about social ethics for 
Addams and proof of aggrandizing corporate power for Lloyd, it meant confusion about 
liberal ideals for Baker and other cultural observers overawed by the spectacle of 
Chicago.  Still, Baker’s reaction to the strike offered further proof that the problem of 
economic conflict between labor and capital had become the focal point of the discourse 
of liberal Chicagoans, and his ideological confusion only underscored how, in the context 
of widespread social and conceptual upheaval, a work like Lloyd’s Wealth Against 
Commonwealth could seem informed and knowledgeable about current economic 
conditions.134 
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The reform world of Chicago increasingly preoccupied Baker following the 
Pullman strike.  He reported on all manner of social reform initiatives in the latter half of 
the decade, ranging from the Civic Federation of Chicago’s efforts to combat political 
corruption and systematize charitable giving to the effects of the blacklisting system on 
railway workers.135  He came to greatly admire Jane Addams, “that saint of the slums,” 
and he attended Hull House meetings frequently and wrote supportive accounts of the 
settlement’s activities.136  In 1898, for example, Baker penned an admiring article about 
Hull House’s efforts to oust the incumbent alderman of the Nineteenth Ward, “Johnny” 
Powers, in which Baker highlighted Hull House’s pioneering efforts to take up those 
public obligations that Powers had forsaken such as the ward’s school system and 
sanitation services.137  Baker respected the way that Addams seemed to live out her social 
ethics rather than preach them, and he believed her to be “pioneering toward a new 
method of living together in a crowded world.”138  More often than not, however, Baker 
abstained from offering his personal assessments of the social reform movements he 
surveyed, and despite his sympathetic appraisals of Addams and Hull House, he remained 
more observer than reformer in this period.  
Baker’s “new” liberalism would not fully emerge until the beginning of the 
twentieth century when he helped to establish “the literature of exposure” associated with 
McClure’s Magazine, but the foundation of his ideological shift was laid during his 
Chicago years.139  It was Baker’s exposure to Chicago’s social and economic conditions 
that spurred the development of his pragmatic philosophy of reform.  “The more I 
understood of the myriad problems I saw,” Baker wrote of this period, “the less I felt like 
	  	  
146	  
accepting any one solution and trying to strait-jacket the world into an acceptance of 
it….I should have been glad to preach with the prophets and suffer with the martyrs: but I 
was destined all my life, when I saw a thing that seemed true, to look around another 
corner…I was never quite converted to anything: I never joined.”140  These sentiments 
captured the kind of anti-ideological, investigatory impulse that guided the efforts of 
social reformers in 1890s Chicago.  When evaluating social problems, Baker believed in 
“looking at them as though he saw them for the first time, taking no one else’s 
observations as final, accepting no conclusions founded upon them.”141  If Lloyd 
remained in pursuit of “a better truth,” Baker would come to think of himself as a “maker 
of understandings—those deep understandings which must underlie any social change 
that is effective and permanent.”142  Above all, Baker imagined this conceptual work to 
be that of tracing out the skein of the social organism, of revealing the economic and 
social complexities of a crowded world so that all classes might live together more 
harmoniously, and he would later characterize Addams’ work with the urban poor in the 
same way.143  And while Baker’s brand of investigatory liberalism did not initially 
embrace statism with the same enthusiasm as Lloyd, Addams, or Kelley, like them he 
was predominantly concerned with labor-capital relations and largely avoided the racial 
dimensions of class conflict until the 1900s.  And his perspective was fundamentally 
rooted in Chicago, which had provided him with intimate knowledge of the social and 
economic ills of America’s industrial capitalist regime, planted the seed of a lifelong 
interest in reading and reporting on topics related to political economy and social 
relations, and precipitated his embrace of a liberal philosophy that rejected economic 
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individualism.144  It is unsurprising then, that Baker remembered the Pullman strike as 
“one of the greatest industrial conflicts in the history of the country—perhaps the most 
important of all in its significance.”145  The strike--and Chicago--had impressed upon 
Baker the destructive consequences of unbridled capitalism and warmed him to labor’s 
cause, and the events of 1894 remained a touchstone for him as his liberalism evolved. 
 
Another prominent social reformer who would draw deeply from Chicago’s 
material and ideological wellspring was the philosopher John Dewey, who arrived in the 
city in 1894 to chair the Department of Philosophy at the University of Chicago.  Raised 
in Burlington, Vermont, Dewey was the third child of four born to Archibald Dewey, a 
local grocer, and his wife Lucina, a community-minded evangelical Protestant who 
directed the upbringing of the Dewey children.  After graduating from the University of 
Vermont in 1879, where Dewey had been drawn to the natural sciences and to moral 
philosophy, he worked for a time as a high school teacher before earning a Ph.D. in 
philosophy at Johns Hopkins University and accepting a faculty position at the University 
of Michigan.  Like Baker, Dewey was another recent arrival from the pastoral northern 
Midwest who was shocked and inspired by larger-than-life Chicago.  Writing to his wife 
in the summer of 1894, Dewey captured the way in which Chicago was simultaneously 
terrifying and inspiring when he described the city as “all hell turned loose, and yet not 
hell any longer, but simply material for a new creation.”146  In fact, Chicago provided 
Dewey with precisely that: the social and economic conditions that would motivate one 
of his most fertile intellectual periods.  With its vibrant reform and academic discourses 
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and tumultuous socioeconomic climate, Chicago would shape Dewey’s turn toward a 
functionalist social ethics and a naturalistic, instrumental theory of knowledge, which 
together would provide a formal rationale for the investigatory liberalism of liberal 
Chicagoans.  He would leave the city in 1904 the acknowledged leader of the “Chicago 
school” of pragmatism and a foundational influence on liberal thought.147 
When Dewey arrived in Chicago, he was a rising young philosopher whose 
theoretical principles were in a state of flux.  As an emerging scholar in the 1880s, 
Dewey had championed a neo-Hegelian idealism that reconciled Christian theology with 
scientific investigation by positing that only a pre-existing consciousness could 
conceptualize the relations that inhered between empirically derived sensory impressions.  
According to the neo-Hegelians, such a consciousness possessed both subjective and 
divine aspects: an individual perceived but a fraction of the total relations among 
particular things, while an absolute consciousness, or God, conceived of the entire 
system.  Furthermore, the relation between the individual and absolute consciousness was 
an organic or anti-dualistic one in the sense that subjective perception simply manifested 
aspects of the absolute.148  Thus absolute idealists like Dewey could argue that scientific 
investigation did not usurp metaphysical idealism but rather embodied the material 
working out of the divine spirit.149  By the early 1890s, however, Dewey was shifting his 
emphasis from metaphysics to ethics, encouraged, in part, by the new methods of 
functional psychology, which relied on laboratory research to investigate the 
physiological aspects of human behavior.  Dewey especially admired the work of 
William James, a Harvard professor and proponent of the “new psychology,” and James’ 
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Principles of Psychology (1890), which rooted human psychology in biological and 
historical, i.e. experiential, processes, had spurred Dewey to ground his understanding of 
human action in the natural world.150 
Building on this functionalist psychological perspective and drawing on his own 
residual Hegelian organicism, Dewey developed a dialectical theory of social ethics in 
the early 1890s that centered on the ideal of self-realization.  In this schema, which he 
sketched out in Outlines of a Critical Theory of Ethics (1891), Dewey envisioned human 
beings as interacting with their surroundings in an ongoing process of reciprocal 
adjustment that, under ideal conditions, allowed for the fullest realization of individual, 
and ultimately social, capacities.151  Here the notion of “function” referred to the ideal 
self-developmental relation between individual capabilities and environmental 
conditions, or “capacity in action,” as Dewey put it.152  One could only be truly free, 
maintained Dewey, when exercising one’s functions, and only the ongoing individual 
performance of function across classes would lead to “full liberty.”153  For Dewey, self-
realization, finally, was a social act: through it one learned to identify individual goals 
with the broader interests of the community, and the ideal social environment encouraged 
like functionality for all.  Dewey formalized this concept with his “ethical postulate,” and 
by the time he published a revised edition of his social theory, The Study of Ethics: A 
Syllabus, in 1894, he was presenting this postulate in generalizing, humanistic terms.  
“Moral experience continually demands of every agent that he shape his plans and 
interests so that they meet the needs of the situation,” wrote Dewey, “while it also 
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requires that, through the agent, the situation be modified as to enable the agent to 
express himself freely.”154  
Dewey’s notion of the dialectical relation between individual and environment 
conditions, self-realization and social advance, had both explicit and implicit 
consequences for political theory.  From the standpoint of moral philosophy, Dewey 
believed that politics was social ethics, or the social view on conduct, in contrast to the 
subjective, or psychological, perspective.155  And it was democracy, argued Dewey, that 
best embodied and sustained this sort of functionalist social ethics.  In “The Ethics of 
Democracy” (1888), Dewey wrote of how “democracy approaches most nearly the ideal 
of all social organization; that in which the individual and society are organic to each 
other.”156  He viewed the democratic system first and foremost as an ethical ideal, a form 
of virtuous association brought about by the ongoing, successful pursuit of self-
realization among citizens.  From this perspective, the instrumental political process 
expressed but one aspect of an overarching democratic moral principle.157  But while 
Dewey was unambiguous about the connection between democracy and his functionalist 
ethics, his social thought contained more uncertain implications for political economy 
and for the proper scope of government authority.  By positing that individuals shaped as 
much as were shaped by their social conditions in the course of self-development, Dewey 
advocated for an active, or positive, notion of liberty--which appeared to legitimate social 
reform and the use of state power in pursuing a social environment in which all might 
“function.”158  As Dewey had remarked suggestively in his Outlines of a Critical Theory 
of Ethics, “The environment must be plastic to the ends of the agent.”159  Beyond making 
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these sorts of broad stroke observations, though, Dewey had said little about how his 
ethical postulate might affect conceptions of political economy or social reform 
legislation in practical terms, other than to remark during classroom lectures that a 
democratic social ethics was incompatible with the divisive relations of industrial 
capitalism or to generalize in print about the need to democratize industrial relations by 
prioritizing their social function.160 
Thus Dewey had largely avoided public discussion of the implications of his 
social ethics for industrial relations and for the role of government in economic affairs 
prior to his arrival in Chicago in July 1894, when the city greeted him with the disturbing 
spectacle of the Pullman strike.  The ARU had joined the strike just days prior to 
Dewey’s arrival, and the conflict awakened Dewey--as it had Baker--to the way in which 
tensions between labor and capital had rent the social fabric of the city.  At first Dewey 
found moral inspiration in the strike, admiring the social solidarity of the striking workers 
and reporting to his wife, “It was a great thing and the beginning of greater.”161  It also 
heightened Dewey’s awareness of social tensions between the upper and lower classes, 
particularly when he cursed arbiters of middle and upper class sentiment like Harper’s 
Weekly for repeatedly and unfairly attacked the working class.162  Still, he felt hopeful 
that the Pullman strike would “get the social organism thinking.”163  In a way, the 
conditions of the strike brought to life an observation that Dewey had made about social 
ethics a few months earlier when he published his “Ethics and Politics” paper in the 
University Record (Michigan): “It is self-contradictory to say that there is no true 
morality without personal insight and choice, and yet practically endure conditions of 
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social life which shut most men out from the possibility of meeting these 
requirements.”164  For Dewey, the strike and the suffering it produced within Chicago 
represented a circumstance in which the social pursuit of self-realization had broken 
down entirely but that might nonetheless portend the recalibration of individual capacity 
to environmental conditions.  As the strike wound down, though, Dewey became 
gloomier about its significance, and he wrote of it as “a most inconsiderate, unreflective 
thing, entered in at the worse of dull times with thousands out of work and not a chance 
in a thousand for success.”165  That Dewey remained unsettled about the strike’s 
ideological implications reflected both his lack of clarity about the translation of his 
ethical theory into social practice and his still uncertain commitment to constructing 
knowledge through experience, and it mirrored Baker’s own moral confusion about the 
conflict. 
 As Dewey pondered the philosophical import of the Pullman strike and settled 
into his departmental duties at the university, he discovered a community of like-minded 
progressive thinkers in Chicago that would become a source of ideological inspiration for 
him and that would nurture his evolving conceptions of knowledge and of social 
development.  Within his own department of philosophy, Dewey found warm intellectual 
companionship with James H. Tufts and George Herbert Mead, former colleagues of his 
from the University of Michigan who would both contribute to the development of the 
Chicago school of pragmatism and to Dewey’s functionalist theory of social ethics.  He 
found even more to be excited about in the emerging settlement and civic reform 
movements in Chicago, which provided Dewey with institutional and material grounding 
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for his social and epistemological ideas.  When he referred to Chicago as “the greatest 
place in the world,” it was on account of his admiration for the ongoing work of resident 
reformers, and Dewey plunged enthusiastically into the Chicago world of municipal 
reform by joining the Civic Federation of Chicago, embracing the settlement house 
movement, and entering the contentious terrain of public education reform.166 
Dewey held no liberal Chicagoans in higher regard than Addams and her 
settlement community, and he became a stanch supporter of both.167  Dewey had actually 
lectured at Hull House when visiting the University of Chicago in 1892, and he was 
immediately taken with Addams’ settlement.  Following this visit, he wrote to Addams, 
“Every day I stayed there only added to my conviction that you had taken the right way,” 
and Dewey’s early admiration for her work would develop into a lifelong bond of mutual 
admiration and respect.168  Once he took up residence in Chicago, Dewey frequently gave 
talks and led discussions in Hull House philosophy and social sciences groups such as the 
Plato Club, which became known for its fractious discussions of charged political topics 
like revolutionary socialism, anarchism, and the single-tax proposal.169  He also sat on 
Hull House’s first Board of Trustees, taught courses at the settlement through the 
University of Chicago Extension program, encouraged an ongoing exchange of personnel 
and ideas between his laboratory school and Hull House, and even sent his children to the 
Hull House kindergarten.170 
Dewey’s embrace of Hull House and rising profile in Chicago’s reform 
community reflected the growing prominence of University of Chicago academics in the 
liberal discourse on class.  His colleagues in the philosophy department were no less 
	  	  
154	  
active with the settlement movement: Tufts and Mead both lectured at Hull House and 
participated in settlement activities, and Tufts spent a summer in residence at Hull House 
to study working class attitudes in the labor movement.171  In addition, the university’s 
sociology department, the first of its kind in the United States, became a center of 
progressive social thought as thinkers like Albion W. Small, Charles R. Henderson, and 
Charles Zeublin lectured and published regularly on the desirability of an increased role 
for the state in economic affairs.  In formulating pragmatic alternatives to classical 
liberalism, these university sociologists drew on the material conditions of Chicago: “The 
most impressive lesson which I have learned in the vast sociological laboratory which the 
city of Chicago constitutes,” wrote Small in 1895, “is that action, not speculation, is the 
supreme teacher.”172  Moreover, the university’s economics department attracted scholars 
who were critical of modern social conditions.  Thorstein Veblen, for one, arrived at the 
University of Chicago in 1892, and by end of decade he was well known for his 
withering critiques of the corporate order, particularly his influential Theory of a Leisure 
Class (1899), which charged the wealthier classes with retarding social advance in 
industrial affairs by cleaving to “pecuniary” habits of mind.173  Ultimately, the increasing 
presence of university academics in the arena of social reform led to new relations of 
intellectual reciprocity between them and local reformers: Kelly and Addams published 
regularly in Small’s American Journal of Sociology, for example, and works like Hull-
House Maps and Papers incorporated the work of university sociologists and introduced 
them to quantitative methods of analysis, while Dewey, Zeublin, Mead, and others 
participated frequently in Hull House activities, meetings, and reform campaigns.174 
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These reciprocal relations of intellectual exchange precipitated, in part, Dewey’s 
emergence as an influential thinker.  Dewey found the philosophical confines of Hull 
House especially congenial and thought provoking, and the settlement’s activities shaped 
his evolving outlook on social ethics and epistemology in a number of important ways.  
First, both Addams and Hull House discussion groups provided Dewey with critical 
sounding boards for his theoretical speculation by allowing him to measure his ethical 
theory against the socioeconomic realities of urban Chicago.175  In addition, the 
settlement’s anti-dogmatic ethos, which Addams had carefully cultivated, was very much 
compatible with Dewey’s growing inclination toward an instrumental, or experiential, 
theory of knowledge that did away with a priori idealism altogether.  Moreover, the 
settlement’s active, adaptable approach to addressing the socioeconomic problems of the 
Nineteenth Ward comported well with Dewey’s ethics of self-realization--both Addams 
and Dewey believed in an instrumental social process in which notions of right conduct 
were continually redefined based on the evolving relation between individual and 
environment, and both believed such a process, in its ideal form, would progressively 
advance social ethics.  Dewey spoke with admiration when he referred to Hull House as 
“a way of living” whose sole purpose was “the unification of the city’s life”--a position 
that also echoed Baker’s perception of Addams’ settlement.176  For Dewey, the settlement 
institutionalized the dialectical relation between self-development and social conditions 
that he had posited with his ethical postulate.  And if Dewey found Hull House’s social 
methods to be reflective of his own, he no doubt also found constructive the discussions 
of working class activism and political theory that he imbibed within the settlement.  
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Such debates as those entertained in the Plato Club bolstered his sympathies for the social 
goals of the labor movement and strengthened his philosophical instrumentalism by 
hardening his resistance to political and economic dogmas.177  Lastly, the settlement 
resonated with Dewey’s evolving thinking about education reform, which he explored 
through his pioneering Laboratory School at the University of Chicago.  Transformation 
of the educational system, Dewey held, was the key to revolutionizing social ethics, and 
he strongly believed that teachers should endeavor to inculcate democratic attitudes 
among students by fostering cooperative learning communities--which Hull House, 
again, seemed to be doing.178  In all of these ways, Hull House impacted Dewey’s 
thought.  It provided him with a real-world example of an instrumental approach to social 
and educational reform, and it prodded him to fully develop his theories of social ethics 
and the construction of knowledge. 
Though the Hull House approach to social reform resonated with Dewey’s 
evolving philosophical program in many ways, it differed in one key respect: settlement 
residents like Kelley and Addams laid a distinctive emphasis on the tensions between 
laborers and capitalists in their social analyses.  Dewey, by contrast, favored broad, 
abstract formulations like the “social organism,” and when he did refer to more concrete 
material conditions, such as the socioeconomic context of a strike and the moral dilemma 
it posed for laborers, he tended to drain the economic and political content out of his 
theorizing.179  This was largely due to the fact that Dewey’s social objectives were 
ultimately philosophical and ethical, not economic and political, in nature--even 
democracy, for him, represented a moral ideal rather than a political institution.  Thus 
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Hull House’s ongoing relations with Nineteenth Ward residents, labor unions, and 
municipal reformers forced him to face squarely the social and economic implications of 
the flawed ethics he perceived in industrial capitalist society, even though Dewey, like 
Addams, preferred to assume the pose of the disinterested observer.  Ultimately, Hull 
House infused Dewey with a sense of the importance of labor-capital relations in the 
ongoing public dialogue about social ethics even as it inflamed his desire to replace an 
economic model of social conflict with a psychological one. 
If Hull House provided Dewey with an intriguing, practical model of knowledge 
in action and focused his attention on the economic dimensions of class, Addams offered 
Dewey a personal model of “active thinking” that was equally inspirational to him.  Their 
mutual respect for one another rested, in part, on the ideological common ground to 
which their differing vantage points had ultimately led them.  Like Addams, Dewey 
resisted deterministic theories such as revolutionary socialism or laissez-faire economics, 
and she came to admire him for his enduring commitment to knowledge won through 
experience and for his resistance to totalizing theories of social development and political 
economy.180  In addition, both advocated for a community-of-interests approach that was 
bolstered by their anti-ideological stances; Addams and Dewey advanced social visions 
that embraced laborers as well as capitalists and that favored incremental social reform as 
opposed to revolutionary activism.  Furthermore, Dewey and Addams each understood 
democracy as a foundational moral principle than undergirded political institutions and 
social advance, and they believed that a political reconstruction necessarily presupposed 
an ethical one.181  For both social reformers, social change meant moral transformation, 
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not structural revolution.  What Dewey especially admired about Addams was how she 
lived these convictions to a degree that surpassed nearly all others, as reflected by her 
tireless efforts on behalf of the public interest and by Hull House’s ongoing civic and 
cultural activities. 
Ideologically compatible as their social philosophies were, Dewey and Addams 
did not always agree, particularly about the role of conflict in advancing social welfare, 
and the Pullman strike brought this difference of opinion to light.  At first glance their 
postures toward industrial conflict appeared similarly ambivalent.  Both described strikes 
in positive ethical terms--they represented progress toward social consciousness for 
Addams and moral development in action for Dewey--while lamenting their destructive 
social consequences.182  But for Addams, such conflict was utterly non-essential, even 
contrary, to the greater design of social advance; instead it represented the winning out of 
crass individualistic ethics over social ones.  Dewey, on the other hand, viewed ethical 
struggle as a necessary component of moral advance that inhered in the dialectical 
process of self, and social, development.183  Dewey described their back and forth over 
this question of process in a letter to his wife, where he confessed himself intrigued, 
though not fully persuaded, by Addams’ position.184  When Dewey later described 
Addams’ “A Modern Lear” as “one of the greatest things I have read both to its form and 
ethical philosophy,” it reflected his approval of her call for a revised social ethics and 
demonstrated how their disagreement over the role of conflict was a matter of second 
principles, not first ones.185  In the end, they had both adopted an instrumentalist view of 
knowledge, and for Dewey, that mattered most. 
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Dewey fleshed out his notion of the productive nature of ethical conflict by 
exploring both its psychological (individual) and social ethical (political) dimensions.  On 
the psychological side, Dewey argued that conflict was hardwired into the evolving 
subjective consciousness.  Dewey spoke to this directly in “The Reflex Arc Concept in 
Psychology,” which he published in the July 1896 issue of Psychological Review.  In this 
essay, Dewey took a critical step towards a wholly natural, evolutionary conception of 
the thought process by recasting the notion of the “reflex arc” that anchored much of the 
new psychological theory.  Dewey argued that philosophers like James used the popular 
“reflex arc” term in a way that created artificial categories of psychological experience 
(stimulus, response, etc.); instead, the reflex arc should be understood as an organic, 
conceptual circuit in which stimuli, ideas, and responses were only functional “divisions 
of labor” within a psychological process that Dewey termed “co-ordination.”186  This 
notion of coordination, Dewey believed, better reflected the ongoing reconstruction of 
psychological experience, and it inherently produced and resolved conflict between pre-
existing ideas, newer stimuli, and evolving responses.  In this way, conflict played a 
functional role in self-development at the level of individual consciousness.187  
Dewey applied his constructive notion of conflict to the political realm, too--with 
significant consequences for liberal idealism.  In an essay entitled “The Significance of 
the Problem of Knowledge” (1897), Dewey argued that knowledge evolved out of the 
ongoing conflict between sensationalism and rationalism (or stimuli and response) and 
that these forces expressed themselves at the social level in radical and conservative 
political tendencies.  As with the individual subject, the ongoing mediation of these 
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oppositional impulses in society led to the purposeful modification of existing conditions 
to better suit social development.  In the same way that self-development occurred 
incrementally, social reform evolved gradually in the ongoing push and pull between 
stimulating and stabilizing forces.188  So while reformers like Kelley or Lloyd looked on 
strikes as proof of the destructive nature of labor-capital conflicts, Dewey viewed strikes 
as emblematic of a broader psychological conflict between radical and conservative 
social impulses, a conflict that ultimately advanced the social organism in an 
evolutionary (and not revolutionary) manner.189  Dewey’s organic outlook inclined him to 
resist dividing social reality into economic groupings and to keep his eye trained on the 
social whole, and he never overcame his resistance to class-based forms of thinking.  
Thought Addams was no less focused on the broader social good than Dewey, her 
settlement activities kept her more firmly moored in the perspective of the working class 
and more receptive to analyzing social conflict through the prism of labor-capital 
relations.  Still, their shared emphasis on the mutual interests binding communities 
together was ultimately more important than the differing degrees of importance they 
assigned to social tensions between workers and capitalists.  In a sense, Dewey had 
merely recast, in social psychological terms, Addams’ ameliorative outlook on industrial 
affairs: now, the deeper psychological impulses of society, not economic interests, 
required arbitration. 
But if Dewey’s functionalist, evolutionary theory of knowledge led him to look 
for psychological alternatives to a class-based analysis of society, Chicago’s liberal 
discourse on class nonetheless left a deep impression on him.  This was particularly 
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evident in his prose: for all of Dewey’s talk of psychological conflict within the social 
organism, the language of class saturated his thought in the years following the Pullman 
strike, and it revealed how the socioeconomic conditions of the city and the investigatory 
liberalism of its resident reformers had shaped his thinking.  It was no accident that 
Dewey described functionalist psychological categories like stimuli and response as 
“divisions of labor.”190  This notion linked modern industrial processes with the 
evolutionary development of consciousness, and it registered how Chicago’s discourse on 
class had seeped into Dewey’s gradualist perspective on self and social advance.  Such a 
formulation also subsumed the tensions between labor and capital within a functionalist 
framework where conflict between economic groups was inevitable but resolvable.  
Sometimes Dewey revealed the reformist nature of his political economic thought in 
these moments where he mingled psychological and economic processes: in “The 
Significance of the Problem of Knowledge,” for example, Dewey described the 
construction of knowledge as “making over the wealth of the past into capital with which 
to do an enlarging and freer business, which alone can find its way out of the cul-de-sac 
of the theory of knowledge.” 191  This turn of phrase captured Dewey’s perspective on 
how the psychological construction of knowledge at the social level would lead to 
reformed capitalism and a fuller economic liberty.  At other times, Dewey discussed the 
social circumstance of the contemporary laborer to illustrate how industrial society had 
failed to create working conditions that fostered self-development among workers or 
inculcated an appreciation for the social value of labor.  “The industrial problem is an 
ethical problem of the worst kind,” he reminded his audience during an address before 
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the American Psychological Association in 1899.  “The question of the amount of wages 
the laborer receives, of the purchasing value of this wage, of the hours and conditions of 
labor, are, after all, secondary…He does not appreciate the significance and bearing of 
what he does; and he does not perform his work because of sharing in a larger scientific 
or social consciousness.  If he did, he would be free.  All other proper accompaniments of 
wage, and hours, healthful and inspiring conditions would be added unto him, because he 
would have entered into the ethical kingdom.”192  These kinds of remarks underscored 
how Dewey hoped to resolve all social problems, including destructive industrial 
relations, through a transformation of social ethics, an approach that sometimes made 
Dewey appear blithely inattentive to the structural causes of economic oppression.193  But 
it also illustrated how Dewey had drawn on Chicago’s liberal discourse in a way that 
furthered his own social ethical objectives and acknowledged that the economic 
dimensions of class were top of mind for many urban social reformers.  If Dewey 
ultimately eschewed a class-oriented framework, he nonetheless made considerable use 
of it in his philosophical thought in order to illustrate his social ethical precepts, no doubt 
mindful of how powerfully these ideas resonated within Chicago in the 1890s.194 
Though Dewey awarded priority to ethical struggle in his social theorizing, his 
discussions of political economy and state power became more pointed as the decade 
wore on and as his pragmatic theory of knowledge evolved.  Lecturing to a class in 1898 
on the labor question and socialism, Dewey remarked, “There is plenty of room for 
government as one organ among the others to exercise a certain supervision over the 
adjustments which are going on, and for attempting in the main to keep these adjustments 
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moving in the right direction, but this is quite a different thing from putting the actual 
control of the whole process in the hands of any particular agency.”195  Neither socialism 
nor anarchism, Dewey believed, accounted for the dialectical relation between individual 
and environment that structured social development, and to press for wholly anarchist or 
socialistic ends, in his view, was to do violence to the nature of reality.196  In another 
lecture Dewey put the matter even more plainly: “There is nothing which is intrinsically 
desirable for government to do and there is nothing intrinsically which it is not desirable 
for it to do under certain circumstances; it is simply a question of what the facts of the 
case are.”197  These sorts of comments put more meat on the bones of Dewey’s 
instrumental theory of knowledge in terms of its implications for political economy, and 
they gave a relatively clear picture of his incremental view of social reform, but they still 
left much to the imagination.  One thing remained certain: to Dewey, methods, not ideals, 
mattered most.  His instrumentalism made both laissez-faire economics and revolutionary 
socialism appear dogmatic, anti-evolutionary, and at odds with social reality--a 
perspective that Addams, Lloyd, and Baker all shared and to which Dewey’s schema 
gave philosophical legitimacy.  
Ultimately, Dewey expressed his political ideas more through pedagogy than 
formal remarks or published work during the 1890s.198  Beginning in 1896, Dewey put 
his social ethics and theory of knowledge into practice at his Laboratory School, 
sometimes called the “Dewey School,” in the same way that Addams had done with Hull 
House.  In fact, in one of Dewey’s most influential statements on pedagogy, “My 
Pedagogic Creed” (1897), he described a proper school in the same way that he had 
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described Hull House--as one that embodied “a process of living.”199  Dewey argued that 
education should be understood above all as a social process, one that prepared students 
to situate their individual educational development within the broader context of social 
advance.  Like the instrumental production of knowledge, the educational process was 
powered by the dialectical tension between the psychological and the sociological, and 
effective pedagogy, Dewey believed, “brings the pupil to consciousness of his social 
environment, and confers upon him the ability to interpret his powers from the standpoint 
of their possibilities for social use.”200  Moreover, Dewey maintained that true learning 
was an active process: only the instrumental application of ideas to a particular social 
context produced intelligence.  Thus Dewey encouraged teachers to create learning 
conditions in which students would learn to solve context-specific problems through an 
experimental process of discovery.  In this way, he hoped, students would come to grasp 
the social dimensions of the construction of knowledge.  To facilitate this approach, the 
Dewey School relied on manual educational activities and organized its curriculum 
around the histories of different social occupations.  Work-based tasks like sewing, 
building, cooking, and gardening suited Dewey’s pedagogical goals because they were 
constructive pursuits with social aims that allowed for an experience-based group 
learning process; such activities also allowed teachers numerous entry points for 
introducing scientific concepts and historical knowledge.  In a broader sense, this 
occupation-centered approach offered proof of how manual activity could be used to 
further social ethics--as industrial work so often did not.  More subtly, by placing these 
occupations within the context of cooperative production, the Dewey School humanized 
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economic endeavor in a way that brought to life Lloyd’s call for “a new conscience” in 
industrial relations.  It is not surprising that Dewey’s pedagogy tended to humanize the 
relations of production since his philosophy of education, like his social ethics, ultimately 
followed a higher democratic ideal.  For Dewey, the ultimate purpose of education was 
civic in nature: to inculcate the social impulse in students and nurture their democratic 
character by teaching them that social advance was a cooperative endeavor.201  For this 
reason, Dewey believed that education was “the fundamental method of social progress 
and reform,” the site of true democratic social change.202  Present problems of industry 
and politics, argued Dewey, had come about because of a collective failure to “appreciate 
the social environment in which we live,” but a transformed school system could change 
this at the structural level of society and bring about a more democratic national 
community.203  Such was the social power of Dewey’s pedagogical vision that Lloyd 
included a Deweyan educational program in later versions of “No Mean City” when 
describing his imagined social utopia.204  Dewey’s emphasis on the educational merits of 
historicizing social occupations also helped inspire the opening of the Hull House Labor 
Museum, which featured historical presentations of the industrial arts of local immigrant 
communities.205 
 Just as Dewey shared with white liberal Chicagoans a preoccupation with the 
economic dimensions of class, he also shared their indifference to how racial imperatives 
shaped economic relations in society.  Like Addams, Kelley, Baker, and Lloyd, Dewey 
remained largely silent on the problem of black-white relations in the 1890s--and even 
more so in the sense that Dewey didn’t historicize the pursuit of black freedom as a way 
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to frame the present-day struggles of the wageworker, as had Lloyd and Addams.  
Dewey’s emphasis on the social organism was so broad that it tended to swallow up 
racial categories right along with economic ones by universalizing all human relations 
within the dialectic of individual development and social conditions.  While the liberal 
discourse of 1890s Chicago had sharpened Dewey’s focus on the economic dimensions 
of class, it had also encouraged him to adopt a narrow definition of class that elided its 
racial connotations.  And when Dewey did raise the subject of race, as he did 
occasionally in his publications on pedagogy, he drew on two ideas about evolution 
common to social scientists in the 1890s: linear historicism and the psychological notion 
of “recapitulation.”  The first idea assumed that all civilizations followed the same linear 
process of social development, culminating in the attainments of contemporary society.  
Implicit in this viewpoint was the notion that white, European industrial civilization was 
more evolved than so-called primitive societies, including Native Americans, African 
tribes, and contemporary African Americans.  The second idea was a key precept of 
genetic psychology: that the mind developed in distinct phases that corresponded with 
how humans had evolved intellectually and culturally, and so mental evolution mirrored 
or “recapitulated” social development.  For Dewey and other educational reformers like 
G. Stanley Hall, this meant that childhood equated in some measure with savagism: 
children were akin to primitives solving early problems, and the “savage” mindset of the 
child gradually evolved in successive stages of educational development.206  It was this 
conception that Dewey drew upon when he wrote the following about children’s faculties 
in “My Pedagogic Creed”: “We must be able to carry them back into the social past and 
	  	  
167	  
see them as the inheritance of previous race activities.”207  Through a curriculum that 
historicized occupations, Dewey hoped to “mark a gradual differentiation out of the 
primitive unconscious unity of social life” and to allow students to re-live the social 
experience of the race.208  Students, for example, might construct a spear as a way to 
solve a particular historical problem for a more primitive society.  Such an approach, 
from Dewey’s perspective, aligned with the psychological developmental level of the 
child and reinforced the linear historicist view that all roads led inexorably to modern 
industrial society.209  Dewey did not believe that less advanced societies were a result of 
biological or psychological inferiority; instead, they represented an earlier phase of 
mental and cultural development that had not had experienced the social conditions 
necessary for further advance.  But his linear historicist attitude nonetheless revealed his 
assumption that white culture was more highly evolved, and by routinely drawing on the 
notion of the “savage child,” Dewey universalized social development in a way that 
suggested it was evolutionary and generic--which ultimately meant that “primitive” races 
ranked lower on the social spectrum.210  Still, though these evolutionary concepts of race 
were important aspects of Dewey’s educational philosophy, race was not central to 
Dewey’s thinking in this period, except in the sense of developing a teaching method that 
would “repeat” racial development.  Instead, he relegated the matter of race to the 
background of his philosophical thought and drew heavily on the language of class in his 
social ethical and educational writings.211 
In the end, Dewey brought to the reform discourse of Chicago a formal 
philosophical articulation of the first principles of investigatory liberalism.  His theory of 
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pragmatism, inspired in part by the work of the settlement movement and formally 
realized in 1903 with Studies in Logical Theory, encouraged an instrumental, rather than 
ideological, approach to social theory and reform.  In addition, his functionalist social 
ethics articulated a rationale for the positive state, shorn of idealist trappings, which many 
liberal Chicagoans had already begun to adopt in the 1890s.  Dewey’s work, too, 
reflected the growing preoccupation with the economic dimensions of class that bound 
together many of the city’s social reformers: his writings both captured this tendency and 
sought to arrest it by rooting social strain in psychological versus economic conflict and 
by focusing on the classroom instead of the shop floor.  Moreover, by arguing that 
educational institutions were the wellspring of social democracy, he legitimized projects 
like Hull House that had already begun to put such principles into practice.  As for 
matters of race, Dewey followed suit with other white liberals: he stayed largely silent 
about it except when discussing his social theory of education, where one could see the 
sheen of a white, ethnocentric curricular vision.  Like other white liberal Chicagoans, he 
tended to draw on the notion of evolution to legitimate gradualist thinking on social 
reform while doing little to challenge social Darwinist theories of white superiority--thus 
portending that difficulty that many liberals and social reformers would have in 
relinquishing their cultural racism even as they began to acknowledge that racial injustice 
and economic inequity were mutually reinforcing dimensions of social conflict.   
It was the social and economic conditions of Chicago, in the final analysis, which 
provided the decisive impetus for Dewey’s turn toward a pragmatic theory of knowledge 
and toward a functionalist social ethics.  The city had provided the milieu--the material 
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setting and intellectual community--that had stripped away the remains of his earlier 
idealism and nurtured his evolving social and epistemological theories.  In the wake of 
the Pullman strike, Chicago’s charged discourse on class further encouraged Dewey to 
focus on the natural conditions of human experience, which eventually culminated in a 
mature philosophy of knowledge that could be placed in the service of progressive social 
reform.  His rising public profile, too, reflected the growing prominence of University of 
Chicago academics in Chicago’s liberal discourse.  Though Dewey never conveyed the 
sort of political or economic urgency that one finds in the works of Lloyd, Addams, 
Baker, Kelley, or Wells, he was no less engaged with the social problem of labor-capital 
relations.  Addams, for one, took care to remember Dewey as one who had faced the 
problems of industrial welfare squarely and who had made trade unionism more socially 
respectable by linking it to the evolution of social intelligence.  Her observations 
reflected how Dewey’s theories of knowledge and of social advance underwrote the 
investigatory outlook of liberal Chicagoans.212 
 
The Cultural Reproduction of Chicago: Sister Carrie and the Investigatory Mode 
 
By the end of the 1890s, the rising profile of Chicago had indelibly marked the 
cultural sphere.  The World’s Columbian Exposition had signaled Chicago’s emergence 
as cultural force on a par with New York City, while the city’s sprawling train networks, 
factories, and slaughterhouses had made it seem the very epicenter of industrial 
capitalism and commercial exchange--a place where the laws of supply and demand 
governed human behavior.  In addition, the Pullman strike had enhanced the city’s 
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already well-developed reputation for conflict between laborers and capitalists and 
further associated the city’s economic machinery with social violence and ideological 
upheaval.  Finally, the intellectual community of Chicago, marshalling its forces in the 
aftermath of the strike, had fostered a passionate, sophisticated discussion on social 
reform that revealed how liberal Chicagoans were taking a leading role in thinking 
through the social and economic ills attendant to corporate capitalism.  
In addition to these Chicago-centric currents, evolving perceptions of the Midwest 
were also shaping the cultural terrain.  The term “Middle West” had originally been used 
in the 1880s to distinguish between the modernizing rural society of the Kansas-Nebraska 
region and the less settled “Wests” to the north and south, but social and economic 
tensions between the East and the central plains, which the rise of Populism and the 
People’s Party had vividly expressed, encouraged cultural observers to adopt the term as 
a marker for the entire region.  Newspaper and magazine writers began to construct a 
distinctive identity for the Middle West by stressing its pastoral dimensions and cultural 
“maturity” in contrast to the aging East and youthful West, and their articles suggested 
that the region embodied the American traits of industriousness, pragmatism, and self-
reliance more aptly than other sections of the country.  Increasingly, the idea of the 
Middle West connoted the modernizing spirit of the nation.213   
Literary currents also molded the emerging cultural identity of the region.  
Beginning in the 1870s and extending through the 1920s, the Middle West experienced a 
kind of literary “renaissance” that helped to establish the region and its capital, Chicago, 
as a cultural force in the United States.  As with other regional literary movements, 
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midwestern writers sought inspiration in the social, economic, and geographic features of 
their surroundings.  Yet this new literature of the Midwest differed from earlier regional 
movements in at least one key respect: while New England writers of the antebellum 
period, for example, had highlighted their region’s distinctive attributes as a means for 
extrapolating the universal aspects of human and national experience, midwestern authors 
emphasized how the Middle West represented that which was most typical of American 
culture and values.  In the early years of this midwestern literary awakening, novelists 
and poets like Edward Eggleston, Joseph Kirkland, E.W. Howe, Hamlin Garland, and 
later, Theodore Dreiser, began working within a proto-realist tradition that championed 
the unadorned presentation of everyday human experience.214  These writers sought to 
scratch the romantic veneer off of prevailing cultural conceptions of the rural Middle 
West, particularly the idea that the region represented a kind of bucolic paradise where 
farmers lived free, prosperous, and virtuous lives.  Portraying the region in a grimmer 
light that revealed its poverty, materialism, provincialism, and spiritual emptiness, these 
midwestern authors explored such themes as the passing of pastoral life, social processes 
of leave-taking and return, and the pursuit of progress in urban centers.215 
By the end of the 1890s, midwestern novelists such as Garland, Henry Blake 
Fuller, and Robert Herrick were focusing more intently on how urban life was shaping 
self and social development in the Middle West.  As rural midwesterners began to resettle 
in cities in increasing numbers, these writers probed the cultural meanings of this social 
shift by constructing migration narratives that began in rural provinces and ended in 
Chicago.  Central themes in this literature included the search for selfhood in the 
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midwestern metropolis and the clash of traditional and business values, and the most 
ambitious of these works dealt with the issue of highest priority to liberal Chicagoans--
social conflict between economic groups within the corporate capitalist regime.  And no 
text captured these different themes as powerfully or as starkly as Theodore Dreiser’s 
Sister Carrie (1900).  Born of the same investigatory impulse that guided the social 
reform endeavors of liberal Chicagoans, Sister Carrie unflinchingly confronted the social 
and economic conditions produced by corporate capitalism.  With it, Dreiser provided the 
most penetrating meditation of the decade on how, for social reformers and progressive 
intellectuals, for Chicago, and for America, the life of business had become the business 
of life.216 
In Sister Carrie, Dreiser followed the social and economic development of Carrie 
Meeber, a native-born young woman from a small Wisconsin village who is drawn to 
Chicago by its promise of material and social gain.  Carrie’s migration from the pastoral 
Middle West to urban Chicago emblematized the experience of countless midwesterners 
in general and some participants in the liberal discourse of Chicago in particular, 
including Dewey, Baker, and Addams.  Carrie, in fact, arrives in Chicago the same year 
that Addams did: 1889.  Her journey also mirrored Dreiser’s personal exodus.  Part of a 
large, lower class family of Germanic and Moravian origins, Dreiser had grown up in a 
series of small Indiana towns, and in 1887 he had set out for Chicago, where he worked a 
series of odd jobs before attended Indiana State College (now Indiana University) in 
1889.  He returned to Chicago the following year and eventually found employment as a 
cub reporter for the Chicago Daily Globe, and his work there launched a career as a 
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journalist and editor that spanned the decade and included stints in St. Louis, Pittsburgh, 
and New York City, where he began writing Sister Carrie in 1899.  Hence Carrie’s 
attraction to Chicago was an archetypal one for the midwesterner, and because of this, 
Carrie’s migratory pattern in Sister Carrie represented much more than a simple Middle 
Western exodus from the rural to the urban.  Rather, it established Chicago as the 
ideological crucible of the novel, the cultural hub that directed the movement of all social 
and economic capital within the narrative.217 
Through his portrayal of Carrie’s resettlement in Chicago, Dreiser laid bare how 
economic imperatives structured all human relations in corporate capitalist society.  Once 
Carrie arrives in the city, her every social encounter is virtually saturated with economic 
implications.  For example, when Carrie takes up residence with her older sister Minnie 
and her husband Sven, a stockyard worker, she is required to pay board and consequently 
viewed by Sven as “an investment” whose profitability will further his dream of home 
ownership.218  Also, prospective employers whom Carrie encounters in her search for 
work perceive her solely as a commodity, an object of commercial exchange.  During one 
interview, the foreman of a hat-making shop looks Carrie over “as one would a 
package.”219  This description portrayed Carrie as a kind of business shipment and also 
implied that the foreman viewed her as an object of desire, which underscored Carrie’s 
status as a pastoral commodity that urban capital sought to possess in the course of profit 
seeking.  Later in the novel, when the manager of the Great American Art Company 
insinuates that he will hire Carrie, but in a sexual rather than administrative capacity, the 
episode merely takes the social dynamics of corporate capitalism to their logical extreme: 
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desirous male capital, in seeking ownership of a compliant pastoral womanhood, 
reflected the ongoing competition among urban enterprises for control of rural resources.  
This dynamic, Dreiser suggested, reinforced a hierarchical social order in which 
corporate male power sustained its profitable economic arrangements and social 
hegemony by paying lip service to a feminized pastoral ideal.  At bottom, Carrie’s social 
relations with local businessmen revealed that the fundamental impulse of modern 
capitalist society was one of ownership.  Whether related to business ventures, consumer 
goods, or human relations, the all-consuming drive to possess had so permeated Dreiser’s 
Chicago that the distinction between material goods and human beings had utterly 
eroded; both were treated as commodities governed by the laws of market exchange.  
The economic imperatives of Chicago’s capitalist society found even fuller 
expression in Carrie’s relations with her individual suitors.  On the verge of destitution 
after losing her job at a shoe factory, Carrie reencounters Drouet, the successful 
“drummer” who had first approached her on the train ride into Chicago.  In economic 
terms, drummers were a kind of rapacious traveling salesmen hired by wholesale 
merchants to convince rural shop owners to buy directly from Chicago concerns.  
Because drummers could offer substantially lower prices for goods than local sellers, 
they were fiercely competitive, extremely successful in western markets, and reviled by 
provincial businesses.  Hence Drouet’s status as a drummer in the Middle West--his 
circuit included the territory of Carrie’s birth--marked him as a symbol of predatory 
capitalism in general and of the urban capitalist preying upon the rural Midwest in 
particular.  Drouet’s economic function is so essential to his character that his identity as 
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a drummer is established before his actual name is given, which underscored how his 
selfhood revolved around his corporate identity.220 
It is unsurprising, then, that Dreiser depicted Drouet’s second encounter with 
Carrie in starkly economic terms.  Pressing two ten-dollar bills into her hands, Drouet 
urges Carrie to buy some new clothes that she desires while insisting that she consider it a 
“loan”--implicitly suggesting, of course, that it will need to be “repaid.”  This transaction 
binds Carrie to him by a “strange tie of affection” and illustrates how commercial drives 
are directing social behavior.221  Their exchange also reproduces the way in which urban 
industry manipulates the rural Midwest into a subordinate, even degrading, economic 
relation: financial loans that ostensibly encourage pastoral self-development only mask 
how such arrangements secure obedience to and affection for capitalist aims.  Though 
Carrie initially balks at Drouet’s proposal and vows to return the money, she eventually 
accepts his terms, and together they consummate their new agreement over an act of 
market exchange: Drouet purchases Carrie a jacket.  This symbolic gesture parallels 
Drouet’s purchase of Carrie and reinscribes her status as a commodity, all the while 
feeding her desire to consume, which propels the capitalist system onward.  Later, when 
they look for an apartment in which to situate Carrie, Drouet introduces her to 
prospective landlords as “my sister” in order to avoid any awkward questions about the 
nature of their relationship.  But this reference revealed much more than it obscured: 
through it, Dreiser defined their relation as an act of possession, portrayed Carrie as the 
newest sibling in the capitalist family, and exposed the incestuous social relations of 
capital production, where the drive to possess trumped all moral imperatives.  Once 
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Drouet and Carrie move in together, she expresses her hope that they will marry and thus 
legitimize their social relation.  Drouet, however, does not share this scruple, and to 
forestall any such arrangement he invents a story about a time-consuming real estate 
venture, promising Carrie that they will marry as soon as he can “get this little deal of 
mine closed up.”222  Drouet’s fictitious business enterprise mirrors his arrangement with 
Carrie in that both are commercial ventures sustained by the fantasy that the imperatives 
of social obligation will eventually outweigh the strictures of the free market.  By 
pretending that he will eventually marry Carrie--and that capital endeavor can be made 
socially responsible--Drouet manages to prolong an arrangement that keeps Carrie in an 
economically dependent relation to him.  Thus, he skirts contemporary social mores and 
continues to “own” Carrie by invoking the dictates of capitalism.  These sorts of episodes 
in Sister Carrie, in which the drive to possess and to profit suffused all human relations, 
gave vivid form to the concerns that liberal Chicagoans had voiced regarding the social 
costs of corporate capitalism.  They also revealed the evolving cultural meanings attached 
to the city of Chicago: writers like Dreiser now perceived it as an especially acute 
manifestation of the social dynamics of large-scale business enterprise--the corporate 
capitalist regime taken to its logical conclusion in societal terms.223 
That these social and economic conditions depended, in part, upon the operation 
of pastoral ideology represented a key insight for Dreiser, and in Sister Carrie he 
explored how the pastoral ideal was reproduced and made to serve capitalism.  Drouet 
repeatedly referred to Carrie in the language of the pastoral: she was by turns a “peach” 
or a “daisy,” a natural object of veneration, and her name “Sister Carrie” only 
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underscored the reverence of the urban capitalist for pastoral womanhood.224  But 
Drouet’s admiration for Carrie’s rural innocence and youthful bloom is ultimately a 
pastoral fiction intended to disguise the hierarchical economic relation that binds them 
together.  Carrie herself plays a role in sustaining this illusion: outfitted by Drouet in the 
trappings of capitalist success, she embodies the social myth that corporate capitalism 
promotes pastoral economic self-development, when in reality she remains a handmaiden 
to his economic and social desires.  In this way, Dreiser revealed how the urban 
capitalist’s reverential glorification of the pastoral masked how modern industry preyed 
upon rural resources in order to sustain economic expansion. 
Dreiser replicated these cultural dynamics in Carrie’s relationship with George 
Hurstwood, her other main suitor in Sister Carrie.  As her social prospects rise, Carrie 
attracts the attention of Hurstwood, a prosperous tavern manager who is dissatisfied with 
his marriage and family relations, which revolve around the pursuit of material gain and 
social status.  Hurstwood is another emissary of capitalism: his resort, a “forum of trade,” 
anchors his social and economic life and facilitates friendly relations between successful 
businessmen.225  Like Drouet, Hurstwood is drawn to Carrie by her pastoral bloom.  “He 
picked her,” Dreiser wrote, “as he would the fresh fruit of a tree”--a description that 
connoted how desire to harvest pastoral resources lay in back of Hurstwood’s admiration 
of Carrie’s innocence.226  With Drouet away on business, Hurstwood determines to 
seduce Carrie, and he confesses his love to her in a bucolic setting on the outskirts of the 
city.  But the surrounding landscape exposes the economic designs in back of 
Hurstwood’s pursuit of Carrie: the pastoral site of seduction is also the place where the 
	  	  
178	  
city’s newest boulevard will be constructed, which visually reinforces how the industrial 
capitalist’s reverential worship of the pastoral serves the cause of industrial development 
and represents not a yearning for rural rebirth but the desire for economic growth.  The 
scene ends, as all capital relations must, with an act of possession.  After Carrie has 
finally yielded to Hurstwood’s advances, he remarks, “You’re my own girl, aren’t you”--
a statement, not a question.227  In future scenes, Hurstwood continues to insist upon his 
reverence for Carrie’s beauty and innocence, and only the urban landscape, where 
metropolitan centers appear to reach their arms out seductively into the prairie 
wilderness, betrays the economic imperatives of the pastoral myth.228 
Dreiser further evokes the commercial forces at work in Sister Carrie through the 
trope of the railroad--the “sign and insignia of Chicago.”229  Trains symbolize capital 
relations in the novel: they facilitate Carrie’s arrangements with her capitalist suitors and 
reveal how these men attempt to camouflage the ways in which economic incentives 
direct their behavior.  Hurstwood’s case is particularly striking: when his affair with 
Carrie emerges and his marriage unravels, he absconds from his resort with ten thousand 
dollars and dupes Carrie into boarding a train with him.  As the train leads them farther 
and farther away from Chicago, Hurstwood admits of his deception and begs Carrie to 
stay.  Although Hurstwood pleads his love and manages to convince Carrie to accompany 
him to Montreal and New York City, his pathetic entreaty finds an echo in the “piteous 
wail” of the train.230  Hurstwood and the locomotive appear to speak--or beg--as one, 
beseeching Carrie to remain onboard even as the train “swept on frantically through the 
shadow to a newer world.”231  This description powerfully captured the economic and 
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cultural implications of their journey.  On the one hand, it evoked the frenetic penetration 
of urban industry into the rural countryside and the related transfer of capital, or Carrie, 
that followed the plundering of the pastoral.  At the same time, it revealed the ongoing, 
almost frantic reproduction of pastoral ideology that accompanied this process: how male 
capitalists avowed their desire for a “newer world” of feminized pastoral innocence in 
order to rationalize business enterprise, when, in truth, aggrandizing businessmen only 
sought to profit from the verdant resources of the countryside.  Present but unspoken in 
this episode is Hurstwood’s theft of the money, which parallels his theft of Carrie and 
points up the economic rapaciousness in back of his purported crime of passion.  As for 
Carrie, her newfound opportunities for travel, or social movement, remain her only 
compensation for her abduction by capitalist forces.  Dreiser wrote of how, for Carrie and 
“the untraveled,” the promise of a new destination is “the thing which, if it cannot restore, 
can make us forget.”232  It was the lure of social mobility, Dreier suggested, that inclined 
Carrie to overlook Hurstwood’s predatory nature. 
In addition to exposing how economic self-interest motivated Carrie’s suitors, 
train travel in Sister Carrie also revealed the country’s deeper economic structure: how 
Chicago governed the capital relations between the East and the Midwest.  Each of 
Carrie’s railroad journeys corresponded with one stage of converting pastoral resources, 
via Chicago, into capital: raw materials were first shipped into the city from the rural 
Midwest, then transformed into saleable products, and finally exported to eastern 
cities.233  In this sense, Carrie’s travels replicated the “commodity flows” that linked the 
pastoral Midwest, Chicago, and eastern markets, and this structural design only further 
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emphasized Carrie’s status as a commodity.234  As the railways shuttled Carrie about 
America, she emblematized the very logic of capitalism--the repurposing of pastoral 
resources in the system of urban market exchange.  Dreiser made plain the economic 
dimensions of this makeover after Carrie had completed her transformation into a 
desirable New York actress, i.e. a profitable commodity, whose name alone possessed 
economic value.  “All the gentlemen yearned towards her,” wrote Dreiser.  “She was 
capital.”235  
 
Part of the cultural work that Dreiser undertook, then, with Sister Carrie, was the 
recounting of industrial capitalism’s deceitful and self-serving romance with pastoral 
America.  And in revealing this social condition, Dreiser channeled the investigatory 
impulse that had guided liberal Chicagoans, including their collective preoccupation with 
economic conflict in examining contemporary social problems.  Dreiser focused 
primarily on social tensions between the working and capitalist classes.  Through his 
portrayal of the subjugating relation between Carrie and Drouet, for example, Dreiser 
exposed how the continued acquiescence of the working class to the socially oppressive 
conditions of capitalism was secured through the promise of consumer goods and social 
mobility.  In addition, Sister Carrie explored the circumstances that enabled Carrie’s 
gradual rise out of the working class.  Essential to her social ascent is that Carrie fails to 
develop any sort of “class” consciousness other than to become more attentive to 
distinctions of social status.  She begins to recognize, for example, when others look 
upon her as a “wage-seeker,” and she perceives when her “more fortunate sisters of the 
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city” jostle her aside in department stores.236  Her heightened sense of awareness, 
however, remains a social awakening only--not an economic one.  Though she quickly 
gleans the relation between social and economic worth, she never considers whether 
economic conditions are responsible for the social barriers between the classes, and, in 
the end, she only feels shame in the face of “better-dressed girls” and hostility toward her 
fellow shoe-factory workers.237  In this way, Dreiser’s portrayal of Carrie’s awakening to 
consciousness of her social, but not economic, standing revealed the ideological limits on 
achieving meaningful intra-class relations in a capitalist society.  While Dreiser shared 
with other progressive Chicagoans the conviction that class conflict between economic 
groups was fundamental to contemporary social divisions, he remained less optimistic 
about the possibility of forging coalitions of workers and capitalists in the pursuit of 
social reform. 
Dreiser’s skepticism about the possibility of bridging the social barriers of 
capitalism grew out of his concern over the burgeoning culture of consumption.  The all-
consuming desire to own, Dreiser believed, had made it impossible to perceive the human 
costs of predatory capitalism, let alone develop enduring cross-class relationships.  When 
Carrie gazes longingly upon the material splendor of a department store, for example, it 
only makes her more attuned to the social barriers that separate her from the upper class 
female shoppers and the female clerks that attend them, and it washes away altogether 
her earlier sense of sharing in the experience of being a “work-seeker.”238  This tendency 
of corporate capitalism to reinforce social divisions by feeding consumers’ desire 
becomes even clearer when Drouet and Carrie stop to marvel at the Pullman estate during 
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one of their drives about town.  Their unabashed admiration for Pullman’s home--a 
symbol of the most divisive and destructive industrial dispute of the decade--poignantly 
illustrated how longing for material success distracted Americans from the economic 
basis of social conflict.  As Carrie gapes at the Pullman estate, Dreiser described how 
“she was being branded like wax by a scene which only made poor clothes, worn shoes, 
shop application and poverty in general seem more dire, more degraded.”239  Carrie is so 
absorbed with her own perceived lack of material wealth that she fails to recognize that 
her observation about Pullman’s estate has a second, more socially charged connotation: 
the opulence of Pullman’s estate relies upon worn shoes, shop application, and degraded 
labor.  In other words, Pullman’s wealth is only possible in a capitalist system that profits 
off of the working class, but ongoing fantasies about material abundance blind Carrie to 
this economic reality.  And when Dreiser confronts his characters with the truth of the 
social conditions of industrial capitalism, they can only look away.  Upon leaving the 
theater one evening, Drouet, Hurstwood, and Carrie encounter a gaunt beggar, but 
Hurstwood “scarcely notices” him and Carrie “forgets” the episode altogether.240  
Distracted by the material bounty and cultural attractions of industrial society, citizens 
persistently overlooked the human costs of industrial capitalism, especially the way in 
which capitalist wealth depended upon a degraded and impoverished working class. 
Dreiser’s characters never manage to perceive the relationship between corporate 
enterprise and social deprivation or to relate their own experiences with those of the 
working class.  Hurstwood, for example, remains doggedly committed to his laissez-faire 
principles despite his own precipitous economic decline.  When his business venture in 
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New York City fails and he is unable to procure other employment, Hurstwood is forced 
to work as a strikebreaker during a trolley strike in order to avoid destitution.  While he 
sympathizes with the “poor devils” of the labor movement, he remains “a great believer 
in the strength of corporations” and dismisses the strike with the observation that “labor 
was having its little war.”241  Hurstwood soon finds himself in the midst of dangerous riot 
when strikers attempt to derail trolley cars run by “scab” car operators, and in the melee 
that follows he is “grazed” by a random bullet.  This superficial wounding emblematizes 
the negligible impact of the strike-related violence on the capitalist convictions that he 
forged during his Chicago years; Hurstwood maintains his contempt for the working 
classes and his approval of rigid social distinctions between richer and poorer Americans 
for the rest of his life.  Like Carrie, Hurstwood is consumed by his concern for social 
status and blind to the larger economic forces at work, and he is unable to comprehend 
that his personal destitution--and the plight of the trolley car strikers--are related 
manifestations of the social dynamics of industrial capitalism.  In the end, he prefers to 
read about, rather than confront, the implications of the labor movement for a capitalist 
society.242 
 At bottom, Sister Carrie implied that the chief failure of Chicago society was one 
of social vision.  Drouet, who possessed no “speculation” or “philosophizing” within 
him, represented the sort of vapid materialism that Dreiser believed made up much of 
contemporary social thought.  And though Carrie is somewhat redeemed by her attempts 
to puzzle out the confusing nature of modern social conditions, Dreiser assigned her 
attempts at reflection a kind of mindless, mechanical quality, emblematized by the way 
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that she robotically rocks in her chair during moments of introspection.  The only 
character in Sister Carrie that truly confronts the ethical implications of corporate 
capitalism is Bob Ames, an idealistic young inventor from Indianapolis who works for 
the electrical company--an occupation that signals his roots in the urban capitalist system 
of the Midwest and that symbolizes intellectual enlightenment.  When Carrie meets Ames 
at a dinner engagement, she is immediately attracted to him because of his idealism, 
which appears to her as “kindly thought of a high order.”243  Not only does Ames reject 
the consumer culture in which Carrie is so complicit, but he also resists the social 
dynamics of a capitalist society that revolves around ownership.  During their second 
encounter, when Ames is instructed not to monopolize all of Carrie’s time, he playful 
retorts to Carrie, “don’t monopolize me.”244  Although said in jest, Ames’ rejoinder 
betrays his own economic anxiety about the way in which corporate economic 
imperatives govern all human affairs.  As Carrie listens attentively to him, Ames 
articulates a rudimentary moral theory of social development in which he suggests that 
only social service through self-cultivation, not wealth or position, can provide enduring 
contentment.  “Every person according to his light,” Ames tells Carrie.  “You must help 
the world express itself.”245  Later, he insists, “If you want to do most, do good.  Serve 
the many.  Be kind and humanitarian.  Then you can’t help but be great.”246  To Carrie, 
Ames’ philosophy of social service through self-cultivation is an ethical revelation.  
“This was thought,” she observed excitedly, “straight from that clean, white brow.”247  
By associating ethical enlightenment with the “clean, white brow” of a midwesterner, 
Dreiser illuminated how modern intellectual vitality had come to be associated with white 
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social reformers of the urban Midwest.  Ames, with his upper middle class trappings, 
attentiveness to social tensions in the corporate capitalist regime, ethical prescription for 
change, and whiteness, embodied the kind of liberal thinker that had risen to prominence 
in Chicago.248    
Through his portrayal of the white midwestern social reformer, Dreiser also 
echoed the call of Addams, Dewey, and Lloyd for a new social ethics.  He, too, believed 
that ethical, not economic, revolution, was the key to transforming industrial society, and 
through his depiction of the factory system, he provided imaginative evidence in support 
of Lloyd’s call for a “new conscience” in industrial affairs.  In one scene, Dreiser 
described how “a line of girls was sitting on a line of stools in front of a line of clacking 
machines”--rhythmically linking “girls” and “machines” in a way that evoked the 
depersonalized conditions of the shop floor.249  Also, as Lloyd had done in Wealth 
Against Commonwealth, Dreiser challenged Spencerian evolutionary theory, this time for 
retarding moral development by drawing on naturalistic processes to justify economic 
rapaciousness.  Dreiser wrote: “For all the liberal analysis of Spencer and our modern 
naturalistic philosophers we have but an infantile perception of morals.  There is more in 
it than mere conformity to a law of evolution.  It is yet deeper than conformity to things 
of earth alone.”250  But though Dreiser rejected Spencerian ethics and shared Lloyd’s 
hostility to the modern corporate order, his social philosophy ultimately had more in 
common with Dewey’s thought.  Dreiser believed that the ethical evolution of man was 
tied to his symbiotic relation with his environmental conditions and that Americans, 
addled by consumerism and profit seeking, had failed to recognize this fundamental 
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axiom of social life.  The ethical ideal that Dreiser had advanced through the character of 
Ames--self-cultivation toward the end of social utility--captured the essence of Dewey’s 
ethical postulate by suggesting that self-realization, at bottom, was a social act.  But if 
they shared a dialectical perspective on social ethics, Dreiser and Dewey differed in their 
emphases and outlook: Dewey, ever the optimist about the prospects for social advance, 
concentrated much of his intellectual energies on how the “social organism” evolved, 
while Dreiser focused on the evolution of the individual consciousness, in part because he 
was simply unable to conceive of Dewey’s socially-integrated America.  In the end, 
Dreiser was considerably less sanguine than Dewey, Addams, and Lloyd about the 
likelihood of forging relations across social classes or of cultivating a working class 
consciousness among laborers, and so he grounded his hopes for moral transformation in 
the conscience of the individual.251 
Sister Carrie also embodied the investigatory impulse of Chicago’s liberal 
discourse in the sense that it reflected the pragmatic, anti-ideological thrust of the decade.  
Dreiser mirrored Dewey, for example, in the way that he tended to drain the political 
implications out of his moral theory.  Dreiser’s ruminations on political economy and the 
organization of the state were vague at best.  He wrote about “the necessity of a well-
organized society wherein all shall accept a certain quota of responsibility and all realize 
a reasonable amount of happiness,” but he said nothing about what this meant regarding 
the proper role of government.252  And on the rare occasion that Dreiser did address 
matters of political ideology, it was with the tone of the observer, not the believer.  When 
describing oppressive factory conditions, Dreiser impassively wrote, “Under better 
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material conditions this kind of work would not have been so bad, but the new socialism 
which involves pleasant working conditions for employés had not then taken hold upon 
manufacturing companies.”253  This passage captured the observational quality of 
Dreiser’s prose, and its tone gave the reader the impression that Dreiser was simply 
passing on what he had witnessed rather than exhorting the reader to adopt new schemas 
of political economy.  One Harper and Brothers reader described this style, appropriately, 
as “reportorial realism, ” and such a description reflected how Dreiser, like Dewey, 
Addams, and Baker, was more concerned with bringing to light the social conditions of 
industrial capitalism than with advancing specific political prescriptions.254 
Sister Carrie further encapsulated the investigatory liberalism of Chicago through 
its portrayal--or rather elision--of African Americans within the novel’s discussion of 
economic conflict.  Dreiser focused exclusively on the tensions between native-born 
white Americans and white working class immigrants, thus excluding blacks from the 
novel’s purview.  The only time that Dreiser introduced a black character was when he 
depicted an African American waiter serving Drouet and Carrie in a Chicago restaurant.  
This brief episode performed similar cultural work as the World’s Columbian Exposition 
in terms of how it framed the relations between African Americans and capitalist society: 
blacks, once again, were typecast as menials, the servants of capitalists.  As had the 
exposition, Sister Carrie portrayed African Americans in a way that reinforced the social 
Darwinist precept that New South politicians and boosters had advanced: that blacks 
would naturally gravitate toward the bottom of a free-market society.  The conspicuous 
absence of blacks from a narrative that focused on the social conditions of corporate 
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capitalism ultimately suggested that African Americans had little do with the production 
of wealth in industrial society--and thus mirrored how liberal Chicagoans had ignored the 
way in which racial imperatives shaped the growing tensions between labor and capital. 
 In contrast, whiteness seemed omnipresent in Sister Carrie--the veritable color of 
class.  Whiteness marked upper class status throughout the novel as “white shirt fronts” 
and “large white bosoms” persistently called attention to the material wealth of theater 
and restaurant patrons.255  In one scene, a wealthy white gentleman donates a dollar to an 
eclectic street reformer, and as the gentleman’s cab pulls away, his “broad white shirt 
front” is all that bystanders can make out of the man.256  Such images vividly conflated 
whiteness with wealth and upper class status in Sister Carrie.  At the same time, 
whiteness also signified poverty and degraded labor.  Dreiser described, for example, 
how Carrie was “pained by the sight of the white-faced, ragged men who slopped 
desperately by her.”257  In Dreiser’s descriptions of the working class, destitute laborers 
literally appear to whiten as their poverty worsens, and such imagery made plain how, in 
a capitalist society, citizens’ physical vitality waxed and waned according to their 
economic status.  Hurstwood himself embodies this condition: he gradually whitens as he 
sinks into poverty, a condition that becomes noticeably to Carrie, who observes how “he 
looked less robust than formerly, as if confinement had bleached him.”258  By the end of 
the novel, Hurstwood’s face and fingers have become pale and ghost-like--the grim white 
visage of the unemployed and the forgotten poor.259  By “whitening” both the laboring 
and the wealthy classes, Dreiser visually rendered the connection between them: their 
shared whiteness pointed up the instability of class relations and revealed the “economic 
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unity of society” that Addams had described but that Dreiser’s characters could not 
perceive--all the while marking social conflict between economic groups as the terrain of 
whites, not blacks.260 
Sister Carrie reflected the investigatory impulse of liberal Chicagoans in one final 
respect: it drew on the social and economic conditions of Chicago to anchor a discussion 
of the moral implications of industrial capitalist society.  For Dreiser, Chicago was the 
city best fitted to reveal American social trends, especially the way in which class 
conflict between economic groups increasingly seemed to organize social dynamics.  
Chicago centered Dreiser’s narrative and shaped his characters, and it remained the 
measuring stick for their respective rises and falls in social and economic status.  Even 
after Dreiser shifted the setting to New York City, he remained less concerned with New 
York City as a destination than with Chicago as a continuing point of reference for the 
ethical questions raised by a society based on ownership.  Hurstwood’s experience in 
New York City exemplified how the memory of Chicago continued to shape the ongoing 
social relations of Dreiser’s characters.  He begins to long for the city from the moment 
he leaves it, and he spends his final days in New York City reliving his memories of 
Chicago, which become increasingly more substantive than his newer reality of poverty 
and homelessness.  “As the present became darker,” Dreiser wrote, “the past grew 
brighter, and all that concerned it stood in relief.”261  When Hurstwood bumps into old 
acquaintances from Chicago, it only reminds him that his robbery has made him a social 
outcast and that his economic decisions during his Chicago days continue to govern his 
social interactions.  At the same time, he continues to draw on the cultural power--or 
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rather fantasy--of Chicago’s laissez-faire ideal when he deludes Carrie into thinking that 
his former railroad contacts will eventually come to his financial rescue.  In the end, 
Hurstwood never really leaves Chicago, and all that remains of him in New York City are 
the hollowed out remains of his former self.262
Like Hurstwood, Carrie’s ongoing social and economic relations in New York 
City gesture repeatedly back to her days in Chicago.  Upon leaving Chicago for Montreal, 
she discovers that her feelings remain “localized in the great western city,” and her 
remembrances of her theatrical success in Chicago prompt Carrie to pursue the same 
course in New York City and to adopt her Chicago stage name.263  Also, Carrie’s 
experiences with male capitalist Chicagoans continue to serve as a moral touchstone for 
her: when she reencounters Drouet in New York City, Carrie finally learns that 
Hurstwood had stolen a sum of money when he convinced her to leave Chicago--a 
discovery that generates pity, not indignation.  This episode reveals how Carrie has 
internalized the main social principle of laissez-faire Chicago: to overlook the economic 
imperatives of social relations.  When Carrie finally leaves Hurstwood, she leaves behind 
a note and twenty dollars--the same amount that Drouet had originally given her--and 
thus replicates the transaction that had originally bound her to the urban capitalist agenda.  
In the closing scenes of the novel, a Pullman car brings Chicago’s latest export to New 
York City: Hurstwood’s now wealthy ex-wife and daughter, who approach the city in the 
midst of a snowstorm at the same time that Hurstwood is committing suicide in a 
flophouse.  This ending scene reveals the final inheritance of Chicago’s relations of 
production: social fragmentation, systemic poverty, shallow materialism, and an 
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unbridgeable chasm between the poor and wealthy classes.  In back of all this lay 
Chicago, which had fostered the social and economic conditions that converted rural 
resources and pastoral nostalgia into an ongoing justification for corporate capitalism.  
Dreiser, too, had performed his own imaginative conversion: he had decisively 
transformed the national profile of Chicago--from a city that represented cultural and 
economic vigor to one that signified urban class conflict, moral corruption, and social 
despair.264
 
Sister Carrie captured the drift of liberalism in 1890s Chicago--the investigatory 
impulse that guided the attempts of resident social reformers to come to grips with the 
social conditions of industrial capitalism.  It reflected how those years had been “a 
decade of economic discussion,” as Addams remembered it, a time when liberal ferment 
on matters of political economy shaped the “youthful glamour” of Chicago, the nation’s 
newest industrial metropolis.265  The World’s Columbian Exposition and the Pullman 
strike, especially, had fueled this new investigatory liberalism in Chicago and revealed 
the emerging cultural authority of the city in the national discourse on social reform, 
particularly regarding the problem of labor-capital relations.  At the same time, these 
pivotal events had illuminated how questions of racial equality hardly registered in the 
pantheon of white liberals’ concerns and had little bearing on the public discussion of 
social conflict between economic groups--despite growing signs, as Ida B. Wells had 
pointed out, that economic and racial forms of injustice were interconnected social 
processes that needed to be jointly addressed by reformers.  The inattentiveness of liberal 
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Chicagoans to racial discrimination was further underwritten by how they had selectively 
repurposed Darwin: while they had placed his notions of evolutionary adaptability in the 
service of progressive social reform for matters of political economy, they had allowed 
racially discriminatory social Darwinist theory to go unchallenged.  The ideological 
sundering of the pursuit of racial justice from the liberal discourse on class was 
reinforced in the legal sphere when the U.S. Supreme Court cordoned blacks off from 
white society in public places by adopting the “separate but equal doctrine” in the Plessy 
vs. Ferguson case of 1896.  
But though white liberal Chicagoans had shunted the problem of black-white 
relations to the side in focusing on the economic dimensions of class, their understanding 
of class would soon evolve to incorporate its racial aspects.  As lynchings and race riots 
increasingly began to mar not just the South but also the urban Midwest, white social 
reformers would be forced to acknowledge how racial discrimination shaped ongoing 
conflicts between economic groups in a capitalist society.  And as their perspective on the 
relation between racial and economic tensions evolved, so, too, did the liberal community 
of Chicago, as new voices entered the discourse on class and older ones receded to the 
background or moved to other locales.  While Addams, Lloyd, and Wells-Barnett (Wells 
had married Ferdinand Barnett in 1895) remained in Chicago, Baker moved to New York 
City in February 1898 to work for McClure’s Magazine and Kelley relocated there in 
1899 to lead the National Consumers’ League.266  As for Dewey, he remained in the city 
until 1903, when he would leave the University of Chicago to accept a faculty position at 
Columbia University.  For those liberal Chicagoans who left Chicago behind--as with 
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Carrie Meeber and George Hurstwood--the city would remain a touchstone in the 
ongoing development of their social thought.  As the century turned, and the problem of 
black-white relations took on a new urgency in the liberal discourse on class, Chicago 
and its network of social reformers would continue to lead the way. 
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Chapter Three 
 
The Racial Dimensions of Class: 
Lynching, Interracial Strike Warfare, and the Liberal Discourse of Chicago 
  
In 1900, Ray Stannard Baker published Our New Prosperity, a collection of 
articles trumpeting the country’s renewed economic vigor, in which he proclaimed that 
the United States had emerged from the recent depression a more efficient and productive 
industrial power.  Now, marveled Baker, America led the world in foreign trade on 
account of soaring levels of production in the steel, iron, cotton, coal, corn, wheat, and 
other industries.  Drawing on state statistical reports and trade journals for economic data, 
Baker told “romantic stories of business achievement” that portrayed a thriving, 
harmonious commercial nation in which big business and organized labor both enjoyed 
the fruits of prosperity.1  From Baker’s rose-tinted perspective, strikes symbolized 
workingmen’s growing power, not their discontent, and corporations represented the 
fruitful blooms of a rapidly expanding economy.  As for the problem of black-white race 
relations, Baker’s account contained only two passing references to it.  In a section on 
southern industrial development, he quoted former Georgia governor William J. Northen 
in asserting that blacks were tractable and loyal laborers, “one of the South’s best 
undeveloped resources”--thus parroting southern white assumptions about black workers 
and illustrating how most northern and midwestern social reformers still understood 
black-white relations as a southern problem.2  And in his conclusion, Baker wrapped up 
his celebratory appraisal of U.S. economic prospects with the following warning: “We 
can feed ourselves, we are great and powerful; but we have our own galling Negro 
problem, our rotten machines politics, our legislative bribery, our municipal corruption, 
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our giant monopolies, our aristocracy of mere riches, any one of which is a rock on which 
the ship of state, unless skillfully navigated, may go to its destruction.”3  For Baker, the 
“galling Negro problem” was merely an afterthought in his larger discussion of 
contemporary economic development, and when he gestured toward the subject at all, it 
was only to suggest that it was but one in a series of social ills that required attention--
and certainly not an issue of high priority.  Focused on the economic dimensions of class 
and oblivious to the racial tensions in industrial society, Baker’s text reflected how the 
assumptions of investigatory liberalism continued to hold sway as the new century 
dawned. 
Yet Our New Prosperity also marked the beginning of a new ideological era in 
which liberal thought on racial matters would evolve.  Over the course of the 1900s, 
Baker would expand his investigatory focus on labor-capital relations to incorporate the 
racial dimensions of economic conflict, and by 1908 he would publish Following the 
Color Line, a national portrait of black-white relations that revealed how much the 
problem of racial discord had come to preoccupy some liberals and social reformers and 
to shape their perspective of class-based social reform.  While concerns about industrial 
conflict only intensified for participants in Chicago’s liberal discourse on class as the new 
century unfolded, increasing waves of racial violence would make it more difficult for 
them to continue to ignore how racial attitudes fostered socioeconomic conflict and 
rancorous industrial relations.  Though most white Americans had associated lynchings 
and race riots with southern race relations during the 1890s, racial violence became a 
more serious and visible problem for Chicago, and for the Midwest, in the 1900s--and 
	  	  
206	  
thus a crisis of national, not regional, proportions.  In addition, ongoing conflicts between 
striking white workers and black strikebreakers in northern and midwestern industrial 
cities continued to expose how racial imperatives underwrote the battles erupting 
between laborers and capitalists.  As the specter of racial violence in the Midwest 
revealed the national scope of the “Negro problem,” it forced white liberals to confront 
the racial dimensions of class by acknowledging how social divisions between workers 
and industrialists also tended to reinforce the subordination of the black race.  Through 
their encounter with racial violence, liberal Chicagoans would ultimately break new 
ideological ground for modern liberalism.  
 
“Deeper Problems Still”: Interracial Violence and the Investigatory Impulse of 
Liberal Chicagoans 
 
In the 1900s, high-profile incidents of lynching and interracial rioting, particularly 
in midwestern locales, spurred white liberal Chicagoans to reconsider the problem of race 
relations between blacks and whites alongside their standing concern with ameliorating 
social conflict between the laboring and proprietary classes.  The early 1890s had 
witnessed an unprecedented spike in interracial violence, the majority of which had 
occurred in the South.  Eighty two percent of all lynchings in that decade occurred in 
fourteen southern states, and social, economic, and political factors had all contributed to 
this rising tide of racial bloodshed.4  First, white southern elites, fearful of the “new 
Negro” born after the Civil War and unaccustomed to the restraints of slavery, began 
zealously promoting a view of blacks as an inferior race that would naturally backslide 
into savagism unless forcibly controlled by the white population.  Above all, proponents 
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of this viewpoint, who included South Carolina Governor Benjamin Ryan Tillman and 
social reformer Rebecca Latimer Felton, stoked white southern fears about the so-called 
“Negro rapist”--the idea that lascivious black males would assault white southern 
womanhood unless deterred by violence.  Though Wells-Barnett had made a career out of 
puncturing this falsehood through her anti-lynching campaigns, more often than not 
whites in the 1890s still associated the practice of lynching with punishing black males 
for the crime of sexual assault.  This marked a distinctive cultural shift, as prior to this 
time lynching had been a diffuse phenomenon, one more likely to be associated with 
western whites and the punishment of white cattle rustlers than with black males, the rape 
of white women, and the South.5 
In addition to southern social tensions surrounding black manhood and white 
womanhood, economic and political pressures had made the region more susceptible to 
racial violence.  First, agricultural prices had continued their decades-long slide in the 
worsening depression of the 1890s, and many southern white tenant farmers felt 
increasingly threatened by the success of some black tenant farmers, many of whom 
worked the more fertile river bottom lands of the “black belt” South.  Because these rich 
fields were often more productive than the lands worked by white tenant farmers, black 
farmers were better able to weather the downward trend in crop prices, and some white 
tenant farmers began resorting to violence in order to force blacks to abandon their lands.  
Some white landlords preferred black tenants, too, who tended to improve their lands 
more quickly than white farmers.  In addition, poor white southern laborers increasingly 
faced competition from African American workers for employment, as did white artisans 
	  	  
208	  
in southern towns, which were drawing rising numbers of black migrants in search of 
economic opportunities in the trades.  Added to these economic tensions were pressures 
fostered by electoral politics: Republican presidential victories in 1888 and 1896, 
combined with periodic Republican successes in Congressional districts like the “Black 
Second” of eastern North Carolina, had led party leaders to reward African American 
support by appointing a number of blacks to federal patronage positions, especially 
postmasterships.  These federal positions inflamed race relations not only because they 
awarded black residents a measure of political power but also because, in the view of 
resident whites, such appointments placed southern white women in danger of being 
assaulted by black male postmasters.  When these social, economic, and political 
pressures were added to the already oppressive climate of the Jim Crow South, the result 
was a racial tinderbox that produced violent, large-scale race riots in Wilmington, North 
Carolina in 1898 and in New Orleans, Louisiana in 1900.  In the case of Wilmington, for 
example, local political pressures to elect Democratic candidates who supported white 
supremacy were exacerbated when Alex Manly, the young mulatto editor of the black-
owned Daily Record, opined that southern white women often lied about their relations 
with black lovers in order to preserve their reputations.  White political leaders destroyed 
Manley’s press, evicted a number of Republican politicians from municipal offices, and 
led an attack on the black community that resulted in numerous African American deaths.  
These sorts of white uprisings against black communities reflected how interracial 
violence increasingly seemed to define turn-of-the-century southern race relations.6 
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In the Midwest and North, attacks on African Americans by white communities 
were less common prior to the 1900s, though by no means unheard of.  Indeed, Ida B. 
Wells-Barnett had pointed out in A Red Record that a series of grisly lynchings had 
provided the backdrop for the World’s Columbian Exposition, including one in Decatur, 
Illinois where a black vagrant had been hanged without any semblance of due process of 
law for allegedly assaulting a white female resident.7  Wells-Barnett had also recounted 
how outbursts of racial violence had begun to appear in the early 1890s in states like 
Illinois, Indiana, Iowa, Kansas, Ohio, and Oklahoma.8  In addition, interracial warfare 
had erupted episodically in northern and midwestern communities between black 
strikebreakers and white trade unionists during industrial conflicts like the Pullman strike, 
though white liberals had ignored these tensions by subsuming them within the broader 
social framework of labor-capital relations.  
As the new century opened, episodes of racial violence on northern and 
midwestern soil began to occur with greater frequency and intensity.  In 1900, for 
example, anti-black riots occurred in New York City and Akron, Ohio, and in back of 
these uprisings were social and economic pressures generated by the ongoing migration 
of lower and middle class southern blacks to northern and midwestern industrial cities.9  
African American southerners continued to head north in the 1900s in search of 
economic advance, educational opportunities, and greater social freedoms or to escape 
the South’s violent and oppressive caste system, and as a result of the steady influx of 
black migrants, New York, Philadelphia, and Chicago quartered one fourth of the 
northern black population by 1910.  The cultural import of this demographic shift far 
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outweighed the still modest number of emigrating blacks: the continuing inflow of black 
southerners stirred up northern white resentment toward African Americans, particularly 
when southern black migrants settled in white neighborhoods or attempted to compete 
with working-class whites for factory jobs.  In addition, the continued use of black 
strikebreakers by northern industrialists only further worsened the perception among 
trade unionists and labor movement supporters that migrating black laborers were 
encroaching on the economic prerogatives of white factory workers and tradesmen and 
reinforcing the power of concentrated capital.10 
The New York City race riot of 1900 emblematized the way in which black 
migration laid the groundwork for escalating racial violence in the North and Midwest.  
In New York City, social tensions had existed between the city’s Irish and African 
American populations throughout the late nineteenth century on account of their ongoing 
competition for unskilled jobs, the use of black strikebreakers during the strikes of Irish 
longshoremen, and rising black populations in neighborhoods that contained large Irish 
communities such as the Tenderloin.  On August 15, 1900, these tensions exploded after 
a black southern migrant named Arthur J. Harris killed a white police officer during an 
altercation that followed the arrest of Harris’ girlfriend, who had been falsely charged 
with prostitution.  When a fight broke out between a white and black resident on the night 
before the police officer’s burial, the white community stormed the neighborhood and 
indiscriminately attacked local African Americans, including unsuspecting streetcar 
passengers.  Many African Americans were beaten and hospitalized while the 
predominantly Irish police force did little to quell the riot.11 
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As racial violence not only convulsed the South but also began to appear with 
rising frequency and vehemence in the North and Midwest, it drew the attention of white 
liberal Chicagoans.  In 1901, a public exchange between Jane Addams and Wells-Barnett 
signaled both the new significance assigned to racial tensions in Chicago’s liberal 
discourse on class and the pioneering role that liberal Chicagoans would play in fostering 
a national conversation on the problem of racial violence.  By the turn-of-the-century, 
Addams and Wells-Barnett had developed an abiding respect for one another that found 
expression in their mutually supportive relations during various social reform campaigns 
in Chicago.  In 1899, for example, Addams had invited the officers of the National 
Association of Colored Women’s Clubs, through Wells-Barnett, to lunch with her at Hull 
House.12  This biracial gathering of female reformers attracted the attention of the 
Chicago Times Herald, which reported that “the color line was given another good rub 
yesterday by Miss Jane Addams of Hull House, who entertained at luncheon a party of 
colored women…This is the first time the colored women have been given recognition in 
a social way by a woman of lighter skin.”13  Also, Wells-Barnett had solicited Addams’ 
support the following year in combating the efforts of the Chicago Daily Tribune to 
promote a racially segregated public school system for Chicago.14  After the Tribune had 
denied Wells-Barnett an opportunity to publish a black perspective on the matter, she 
called upon Addams, who convened a meeting of influential white citizens to hear Wells-
Barnett out and then chaired a committee that successfully pressured the Tribune into 
abandoning its public school segregation campaign.   
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These sorts of actions led Wells-Barnett, who never shied away from criticizing 
social reformers for inattentiveness to racial issues, to accord Addams an uncommon 
amount of respect.  She later remembered Addams as “the greatest woman in the United 
States”--high praise from the oft acerbic Wells-Barnett.15  In addition, Wells-Barnett once 
described her Negro Fellowship League Reading Room and Social Center, founded in 
1908 to provide young black migrants with educational and social resources, as “the Hull 
House for our people on the South Side and for those who come to us from all over the 
country.”16  Addams and Wells-Barnett clearly held one another in high esteem, and 
Addams helped to facilitate Wells-Barnett’s defense of black civil rights when she could 
by making Hull House resources available to Wells-Barnett and by raising awareness 
about African American concerns within Chicago’s community of white social reformers. 
This bond of mutuality and respect that obtained between Addams and Wells-
Barnett made their sharp exchange on the topic of lynching all the more striking.  
Alarmed by escalating racial violence in the South, Addams published an article in the 
New York Independent on January 3, 1901 entitled “Respect for the Law” in which she 
took a staunch anti-lynching stance.  In terms of published work, this represented a new 
foray into racially charged terrain for Addams, and she adopted her preferred vantage 
point on social problems--the evolution of social ethics--in arguing against those who 
believed that “crime can be prevented by cruelty.”17  Addams insisted that such an 
approach reflected a brutish step backward in social development, and she pointed to 
historical examples like the French Revolution for proof of the utter failure of such a 
precept, maintaining that the upper classes’ contempt for the lower classes underlay their 
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belief that crime should be punished through violence.  Addams also noted perceptively 
that extra-legal violence served multiple social functions: in addition to reinforcing the 
cultural hegemony of the ruling classes, it protected their economic interests.  In fact, the 
historical record demonstrated that the English propertied classes increasingly relied on 
violence to oppress the lower classes as incidents of poaching off of the landed gentry 
multiplied.  “Brutality begets brutality,” Addams admonished her audience, and she went 
on to argue that continued social acceptance of practices like lynching would not only 
reverse the advance of social ethics in the realms of jurisprudence and civil rights but 
would also reproduce themselves in successive generations if left unchecked.18 
Addams’ discussion of lynching broke new ideological ground for white liberal 
Chicagoans in that she faced squarely the problem of southern racial violence and 
situated her discussion of it in the context of economic conflict.  For the first time (in 
print, anyway) in her ongoing analysis of modern social conditions, Addams had widened 
her understanding of class to acknowledge not just its economic but also its racial 
dimensions.  During her analysis of the history of extra-legal violence, she argued, 
“Punishments of this sort rise to unspeakable atrocities when the crimes of the so-called 
inferior class affect the property and persons of the superior; and when the situation is 
complicated by race animosity, as it is at present in the South, by the feeling of the 
former slave owner to his former slave, whom he is now bidden to regard as his fellow 
citizen, we have the worse possible method for attempting this method of punishment.”19  
The uptick in southern lynchings had forced Addams, via the ideological conduit of 
relations between property owners and non-owners, to acknowledge that acts of social 
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violence met both racial and economic imperatives, which was a broader perspective than 
she typically adopted on the social divide between the laboring and proprietary classes.  
But Addams did not expand upon the implications of this connection--that racial and 
economic injustice must be combated together.  Instead, she concluded on a note that 
emphasized the gendered dimensions of racial violence, arguing that lynching impeded 
the social emancipation of women because it reinforced the idea that women were male 
possessions that required protection. 
Despite Addams’ gestures in the direction of a racially informed way of thinking 
about economic relations, her address nonetheless bore the impress of prevailing cultural 
attitudes regarding the inferiority of the black race.  Imbedded in her thinking on racial 
violence was the very assumption against which Wells-Barnett had so diligently toiled: 
that lynched black men had been guilty of moral crimes and that black male advances on 
southern white womanhood were the principle cause of lynching.  Addams’ 
argumentation also drew on the cultural perception that blacks were a child-like, 
underdeveloped race when she referred to how “the child who is managed by a system of 
bullying and terrorizing is almost sure to be the vicious and stupid child.”20  In addition, 
her serial repetition of the word “bestial” did little to dissuade the reader that she had 
rejected the southern rationale for lynching.  Still, Addams had promoted her vision of 
social ethical transformation within the fractious public discussion over the “Negro 
problem,” and this represented a pioneering step for white liberal Chicagoans.  Although 
Addams had placed to the side the question of racial egalitarianism, her discussion of 
how violence had historically worked against the advance of law and civil rights implied 
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that the illiberal lynching of American blacks must be stopped if the country wished to 
advance, and not regress, in the area of social ethics.  At the same time, her community-
of-interests outlook led her to made room for the attitudes of the white southerner in her 
discussion of lynching--as she had done in “A Modern Lear” by acknowledging 
Pullman’s viewpoint--but she failed to include the perspective of victimized blacks, and 
as a result the article appeared to denounce the practice of lynching without directly 
impugning white southerners.  Ultimately, the democratic intent of her article could not 
mask how Addams, like many of her white liberal allies, remained susceptible to cultural 
prejudices about African Americans even as she came to recognize the mutually 
constitutive dimensions of racial and economic forms of inequity. 
For Addams to tacitly reinforce the prejudicial attitudes toward blacks that Wells-
Barnett had spent nearly a decade combating was hard for Wells-Barnett to swallow, and 
on May 16, 1901 she published a sharp rejoinder in the New York Independent.21  After a 
respectful gesture toward Addams’ “forceful pen” and the earnestness of her appeal, 
Wells-Barnett attacked the foundation of Addams’ argument.  By tacitly accepting white 
cultural assumptions concerning black male immorality, Wells-Barnett argued, Addams 
had cast herself with the other ninety nine percent of writers on lynching who based their 
assertions on the false supposition that white southerners were protecting their women 
from “black monsters.”22  Wells-Barnett took Addams to task for her “absolutely 
unwarrantable assumption” that black aggression toward white southern womanhood had 
motivated the lynching of African Americans.23  No doubt Wells-Barnett was especially 
troubled that these words were spoken by Addams, now a highly respected national 
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public figure whose public utterances carried great weight in progressive, liberal, labor, 
and women’s reform circles, and she rebuked Addams for her susceptibility to this 
cultural myth.  “It is strange,” wrote Wells-Barnett, “that an intelligent, law-abiding 
people and fair-minded people should so persistently shut their eyes to the facts in the 
discussion of what the civilized world now concedes to be America’s national crime.”24  
As Wells-Barnett was aware, if someone as socially conscious as Addams could default 
to such a biased racial assumption, it said a good deal about how deeply entrenched racial 
prejudices still were among white social reformers in the urban North and Midwest.  As 
she had in Southern Horrors and A Red Record, Wells-Barnett proceeded in pragmatic 
fashion by drawing on recent statistical evidence about lynching to demonstrate that 
white prejudice and contempt for due process of law, not black lust, fueled interracial 
violence in the South.  In so doing, Wells-Barnett chastised Addams for abandoning the 
investigative methods that had typically marked her processes of social inquiry.  Wells-
Barnett wrote: “A conclusion that is based on a presumption, instead of the best evidence, 
is unworthy of a moment’s consideration.”25  In other words, Addams had abandoned the 
pragmatic outlook on social reform that she and Hull House had done so much to 
cultivate in liberal circles.  Wells-Barnett could only express her hope that “the silence of 
concession be broken,”--i.e. that white liberals who supported her cause would relinquish 
their racialist a priori cultural assumptions about blacks.26 
Following the lead of Wells-Barnett and Addams, other liberal Chicagoans began 
to turn their attention to the problem of interracial violence.  By 1903, Henry Demarest 
Lloyd had also started to sense that the racial dimensions of class were taking on a 
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newfound importance, and in the spring of that year he began to confront it directly.  His 
growing attentiveness to racial conflict may have reflected, in part, that Lloyd was 
coming off of one of the greatest practical successes of his career in terms of fighting 
monopoly power.  In 1902, miners in the anthracite coalfields of Pennsylvania had struck 
when colliery owners had refused their demands for a living wage, shorter hours, and 
union recognition, and President Theodore Roosevelt had been forced to intercede as coal 
prices skyrocketed and a winter fuel shortage loomed in the Northeast.  Roosevelt had 
eventually convened a commission to study existing conditions in the industry and to 
adjudicate the dispute between the miners’ union and the coal barons, and Lloyd, along 
with Chicago attorney Clarence Darrow, had passionately prosecuted the union’s case 
before the commission.  In March of 1903, the commission had awarded some of the 
miners a pay increase and a shortened workday, results that Lloyd viewed as “epoch-
making” for industrial relations.27  Not only had the commission granted some measure 
of economic justice to the miners, it had reaffirmed his longstanding convictions that 
disagreements between labor and capital could be effectively resolved through arbitration 
and that moral appeals were ultimately more effective than brute force in bringing about 
social adjustments in industrial relations.28  Moreover, Roosevelt’s intervention also had 
pointed up how state power could be used to broker compromises between capital and 
labors interests and not simply to protect private property and nonunion workers during 
strikes, as had been the case during the Pullman episode.29 
In the same month that the commission issued its final award, Lloyd wrote to the 
black sociologist and public intellectual W.E.B. Du Bois to request copies of Du Bois’ 
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recent articles on black-white relations.  In his letter, Lloyd described the race problem to 
Du Bois as “the most critical one now before the American people, equalling [sic], if not 
surpassing, in immediate and remote influence the question of trusts.”30  Even when 
taking into account Lloyd’s recent success with the Anthracite Coal Strike Commission, 
which may have encouraged him to turn his attention to other social problems, this was 
still a remarkable admission for one who had devoted his entire life to combating the 
power of concentrated capital and defending the interests of the workingman.  It 
confirmed not only the continued operation of Lloyd’s investigatory instincts but also that 
white liberal Chicagoans were starting to seriously contemplate the racial dimensions of 
class conflict.  In a June exchange with southern attorney and Fabian socialist John C. 
Reed, Lloyd expressed similar sentiments when he challenged Reed’s inclination to 
disfranchise blacks, which Lloyd described as a “policy of ruin” for the white South.31  
Lloyd wrote: “In this negro question at the South is the touchstone of our future.  Not 
sentimentally, but practically, I believe that the workingmen of the North and South will 
be defeated in their unionisations [sic], and we will be defeated in our anti-plutocratic 
democratizations unless our ‘scheme of things entire’ is broad and deep and just enough 
to find out how the negro can be taken into the brotherhood.”32  This question, Lloyd 
believed, “should be taken up by the whole nation.”33  Lloyd’s correspondence suggested 
that he had begun to recognize how the success of the national labor movement depended 
on dissolving the color line that divided white and black workers.  Lloyd warned 
ominously of the “Negro question” that it “concentrated the intensest [sic] aspects of the 
labor question, of the imperial question, and of deeper problems still.”34  Only by 
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securing for African Americans civil and political rights along with an equal basis in 
economic and educational opportunities would the country overcome its racial 
divisions.35  Lloyd, however, would have little time to further develop this line of 
thinking.  He passed away a short three months later, so it remains unknown how his 
evolving perspective on the racial dimensions of class would have translated into 
practical reform measures.  It is striking, though, that Addams, during her address at a 
memorial service for Lloyd, remembered him as much for his recent attention to the 
country’s abiding racial problems as for his career-long efforts on behalf of organized 
labor.  Addams recollected, “We can all recall his deep concern over the changed attitude 
which we, as a nation, are allowing ourselves to take toward the colored man; his 
foresight as to the grave consequences in permitting the rights of the humblest to be 
invaded; his warning that if in the press of our affairs we do not win new liberties that we 
cannot keep our old liberties.”36  
Though Lloyd did not live long enough to pursue his emerging racial agenda, his 
supportive appeal to Du Bois did signal the direction of his thinking--and also Du Bois’ 
rising standing in the national discourse on social reform.  By 1903, Du Bois had 
established himself as a leading black thinker and racial theorist of the new century, one 
ready to challenge Booker T. Washington for intellectual leadership of the black 
community.  Unlike Washington, who had been raised and educated in the South, Du 
Bois had grown up in Great Barrington, Massachusetts, where he had been schooled 
primarily in white institutions.  After studying at Fisk University in Nashville, Tennessee, 
where he experienced southern racism for the first time, Du Bois had taught in rural 
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Tennessee before returning to the Northeast to pursue a Ph.D. in History at Harvard 
University.  As part of his graduate studies, Du Bois had spent two years in Berlin 
studying German Historical Economics under Gustav von Schmoller in Berlin, an 
experience that had allowed him to experience social life beyond America’s color line 
and that had shaped his evolving conceptions of race.  After receiving his Ph.D. in 1895, 
Du Bois had been selected by the University of Pennsylvania’s Department of Sociology 
to lead a research project on Philadelphia’s urban black population, and he had spent 
nearly a year and a half collecting data on the demographic trends, occupational patterns, 
income levels, and social habits of African Americans within the city’s Seventh Ward.  
Based on this research, he had published The Philadelphia Negro: A Social Study (1899), 
the first sociological portrait of a northern urban black population, and this work had 
established Du Bois as a serious scholar of race who was deeply attentive to the 
economic dimensions of racial injustice.37 
From the outset of Du Bois’ academic career, the liberal discourse of Chicago had 
provided him with intellectual resources and a sympathetic community of social 
reformers.  The Philadelphia Negro, for example, had drawn on Hull-House Maps and 
Papers as a community-based model of sociological investigation, and in canvassing 
Philadelphia’s Seventh Ward, Du Bois had asked black residents to complete 
questionnaires similar to those used in the earlier Hull House project.38  A former Hull 
House resident, Isabel Eaton, had also contributed significantly to the study, and Addams 
herself had served as an advisor to the project in its early stages.  In addition, Du Bois 
had been embraced by Wells-Barnett, who had immediately recognized that Du Bois 
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represented a forceful, erudite, and compelling new voice on behalf of black civil rights.  
In 1899, when Wells-Barnett had helped to organize the first annual meeting of the Afro-
American Council, a national civil rights organization formed in response to escalating 
southern racial violence, she had pressed the executive committee to invite Du Bois to 
Chicago to speak at the event, and she later commended him for his “splendid service.”39  
Thus Du Bois had drawn on and participated in the dialogue among liberal Chicagoans 
from the beginning of his career as a public intellectual, and he would continue to 
contribute to--and shape--this discourse throughout his life, particularly through his 
relations with Addams and Wells-Barnett, both of whom he regularly collaborated with 
in his ongoing pursuit of racial justice.40 
 But though Du Bois became a participant in Chicago’s liberal discourse, he 
rejected the narrow perspective on class that white liberal Chicagoans and Washington 
had adopted in the 1890s, and his work pressured them to recognize how racial 
discrimination shaped the social tensions between laborers and capitalists.  In 1903, he 
published the groundbreaking work The Souls of Black Folk, where he announced in 
unequivocal terms that American society--including white liberals--could no longer 
ignore the racial dimensions of class. “The problem of the twentieth century,” Du Bois 
declared, “is the problem of the color-line.”41  By this Du Bois meant that the social 
barrier erected by U.S. society between African Americans and whites had 
psychologically traumatized blacks because it had forced them to develop a “double-
consciousness” of themselves as blacks and as Americans.42  The solution to this “ethical 
paradox,” as Du Bois put it, was not to be found in Booker T. Washington’s program of 
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economic self-development and tolerance of the southern caste system.43  Du Bois found 
Washington’s prescription for black advance to be partial and shortsighted because its 
“economic cast” tacitly accepted white notions of black inferiority.44  What Washington 
failed to understand, argued Du Bois, was that blacks could not protect their economic 
gains nor cultivate racial self-respect without social, political, and civic equality.45  And 
in order to achieve these goals, intellectual leadership was needed that would inculcate 
higher ideals of self-development within the black community--i.e. social aims that 
transcended the pecuniary--and thus bring about the social ethical transformation that Du 
Bois believed so fundamental to the pursuit of black equality.46  Only through cultural 
development and the pursuit of knowledge would blacks experience genuine social 
advance and pave the way for an American interracial brotherhood.47  The alternative, he 
warned, was “industrial slavery and civic death.”48 
 At the core of Du Bois’ social critique was the insight that southern economic 
arrangements had powerfully reinforced white racism.  In The Souls of Black Folks, Du 
Bois presented a masterful analysis of how southern whites sustained the region’s caste 
system through the combined might of economic and racial discrimination.  Du Bois 
exposed how southern white property renters and creditors kept black sharecroppers and 
tenant farmers mired in debt through the crop-lien system, anti-migration laws restricted 
black movement, and incarcerated blacks continued to labor for southern landowners 
through the convict lease system--all of which served to keep blacks economically and 
racially in their “place” at the bottom of southern society.49  Worst of all were the 
backcountry districts of Mississippi, Alabama, and Arkansas, “the lowest economic 
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depths of the black American peasant,” where local law enforcement officials and state 
law conspired with poorer white farmers to keep blacks in state of virtual economic 
peonage.50  By breaking down southern black society into the economic classes of 
croppers, tenant farmers, money-renters, and freeholders, Du Bois demonstrated that 
nearly half of the southern African American population remained in kind of economic 
serfdom and that only five percent of black laborers had actually succeeded in becoming 
landowners.51  These circumstances, concluded Du Bois, were clearly the result of white 
racism, not the aptitudes or attitudes of the black race, and such economic conditions only 
reinforced the discriminatory outlook that many whites held regarding black social 
development.52  For Du Bois, the conclusion to be drawn was clear:  “No secure 
civilization can be built in the South with the Negro as an ignorant, turbulent 
proletariat.”53 
Du Bois’ exposé of southern economic relations between the races resonated with 
the investigatory mode of liberal Chicagoans in certain respects.  Drawing on his 
sociological training, Du Bois adopted a pragmatic approach that relied on community-
based statistical analysis and that was designed to counter how “most Americans answer 
all queries regarding the Negro a priori.”54  Like Wells-Barnett, Du Bois revealed the 
false grounding of prevailing white cultural attitudes toward blacks, in this case by 
demonstrating how the majority of black laborers were hard-working, honest, and thrifty 
workers who pursued social advance through the conventional channels of property 
ownership and marriage.55  In addition, Du Bois developed an economic analysis of 
southern social conditions that focused on the different classes of worker--though Du 
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Bois, unlike white liberal Chicagoans, emphasized how racial imperatives perpetuated 
unjust economic arrangements.  Moreover, his proposed solution to the problem of 
economic and racial oppression was ultimately ethical, not structural: he sought to 
cultivate higher moral ideals of self-development among blacks through cultural and 
educational advance and to resolve the ethical paradox of “double-consciousness” by 
providing blacks with the full spectrum of American social, civil, and political rights.56  
His approval of state intervention in social affairs found expression in his call for the 
federal government to bolster the public school system for blacks, which received one 
fourth of the state dollars allotted to white schools.57  If Wells-Barnett had cracked the 
door on the discussion of the racial dimensions of class, Du Bois had kicked it wide open 
by providing greater historical framing and a comprehensive, sophisticated analysis of the 
economic sources of racial oppression in the South.  
Liberal Chicagoans responded enthusiastically to Du Bois’ economic critique of 
race relations.  Wells-Barnett, for one, perceived that Du Bois had expanded upon her 
own socioeconomic analysis of race relations with insightful and consequential results.  
She embraced his vision of black social advance at a time when many blacks were 
reluctant to disavow Washington’s intellectual leadership, and she defended Du Bois’ 
arguments in The Souls of Black Folk when discussing the text with other black 
community leaders in Chicago.58  In addition, Wells-Barnett recommended the book to 
white liberals like Addams, who esteemed Du Bois highly and had attended his annual 
Atlanta Conference of Negro Problems in 1903, and she facilitated relations between Du 
Bois and liberal Chicagoans, including Addams.59  Ray Stannard Baker, by now living in 
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East Lansing, Michigan and writing for McClure’s Magazine, also found much to 
approve of in Du Bois’ scholarship, which he commended on numerous occasions.  His 
remarks in Following the Color Line (1908) were representative of how many white 
social reformers came to view Du Bois’s work: "His economic studies of the Negro made 
for the United States Government and for the Atlanta University conference (which he 
organised [sic]) are works of sound scholarship and furnish the student with the best 
single source of accurate information regarding the Negro at present obtainable in this 
country.  And no book gives a deeper insight into the inner life of the Negro, his struggles 
and his aspirations, than, ‘The Souls of Black Folk.’”60  Baker’s pronouncement on the 
significance of Du Bois’ intellectual labors illustrated how white liberals approved of Du 
Bois’ methods and were receptive to his rights-based, culturally-oriented vision of social 
advance for blacks even as they continued to support Washington (whose work Baker 
also praised).61  White liberals like Baker, whose outlook on social reform had been 
shaped by Chicago’s discourse on class, supported Du Bois, in part, because they 
recognized in his work a companion spirit of inquiry, one that was pragmatic, ethically 
minded, and rooted in an economic analysis of social relations. 
 But The Souls of Black Folk shared none of the Chicago-centrism of the 
investigatory mode of liberal Chicagoans, and it represented, at bottom, a perspective that 
had been shaped by a very different set of social and economic conditions: the rural 
South.  Du Bois focused on the plight of the southern black laborer, not the northern 
white industrial worker, and unlike white liberals, he took great care to situate 
contemporary economic relations between blacks and whites within the historical context 
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of southern slavery and Reconstruction.  If white liberal Chicagoans had disentangled the 
pursuits of racial and economic liberation in the course of developing their analyses of 
modern social conditions in the urban North, Du Bois’ analysis of the agrarian South had 
only further entwined them: one could not begin to understand the causes of 
contemporary economic strife between the laboring and proprietary classes, maintained 
Du Bois, without taking into account how state statutes such as anti-migration laws and 
institutions like the crop-lien system and the convict lease system served racial and as 
well as economic imperatives for whites.  To understand how white racism had become 
so powerfully wedded to these economic institutions, Du Bois argued, one must exhume 
the past, not bury it. 
Du Bois’ account of the racial dimensions of class in the South cast in sharp relief 
how white and black liberals differed profoundly on the question of the relative 
importance of the color line for democratic social advance.  This was especially clear if 
one read The Souls of Black Folk against Addams’ own recently published and well-
received first book, Democracy and Social Ethics (1902), which brought together a series 
of lectures that Addams had delivered at college universities and university extension 
program centers in 1898 and 1899.62  Widely praised by progressive social thinkers, 
including the eminent Harvard philosopher and pragmatic theorist William James, 
Democracy and Social Ethics represented Addams’ most potent articulation to date of the 
investigatory liberalism that guided her social agenda.63  In it Addams argued that the 
primary source of social strain in an industrial capitalist society was ethical conflict, and 
she exposed its operation in a wide array of social arenas including charitable work, 
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family relations, domestic service, industrial relations, educational methods, and political 
reform.64  From this perspective, for example, the Pullman Strike represented a conflict 
between the individualist ideal of the capitalist and the communal ideal of organized 
labor, or, as Addams put it, between “aristocratic” and “democratic” management.65  So, 
too, did debates over worker training among educators reflect dissension over 
pedagogical ideals, this time between educational philosophies that focused on economic 
self-gain and pedagogies that stressed the importance of educating workers about their 
social value.66  As for resolving such conflicts, Addams recommended what was by now 
a familiar prescription: society, using experience as a guide, must adopt a pragmatic, 
evolutionary perspective on social development and bring an older, individualistic moral 
code into right relation with a newer, social ethical perspective.67  In this sense, 
legislation that created tougher laws in areas such as child labor expressed an evolving, 
and advancing, social ethics.68  Democracy, Addams believed, should be understood as 
“that which affords a rule of living as well as a test of faith.”69  In other words, she 
viewed it as a moral practice based on the mutual identification of social interests.  
Through her development of a pragmatic, class-based, Chicago-centered analysis of 
social conflict that highlighted economic divisions within society and that valued ethical 
over structural solutions, Addams illustrated the guiding principles of the investigatory 
mode of liberal Chicagoans.  In the process, she widened the economic perspective on 
class that had shaped her outlook in the 1890s to include other social divisions beyond 
those of labor and capital--though the struggles of the working class remained her 
preeminent concern. 
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These texts revealed that although Addams and Du Bois shared certain 
ideological assumptions, their areas of agreement were far less important than their 
conceptual divergence on the matter of the color line.  On the one hand, both were 
eminently pragmatic in their methods and drew on a sociological model of community-
based analysis, and both culled from their findings an ethical prescription for social 
injustice.  And Du Bois believed, too, that cross-class contact was critical to bridging 
social divisions between the laboring and proprietary classes--a position that Addams had 
articulated as early as 1892 in her address “The Subjective Necessity of Social 
Settlements.”70  Regarding the matter of educational philosophy, Du Bois and Addams 
were also of like mind in the sense that both thought it was critical for educators to 
cultivate awareness of man’s social value beyond commercial pursuits.71  Moreover, both 
focused on the consequences for the workingman if society continued to perpetuate an 
outdated moral code--Addams, for the northern white industrial worker, and Du Bois, for 
the southern black laborer.  But Addams’ sensitivity in Democracy and Social Ethics to 
ethical conflicts among different social groups did not extend to the group that mattered 
most to Du Bois--African Americans--or to the central problem of Du Bois’ text--the 
color line.  Despite her new attentiveness to the racial dimensions of class in her earlier 
exchange with Wells-Barnett, Addams had reverted in Democracy and Social Ethics to 
the white-oriented vision of social progress that had characterized the investigatory 
liberalism of Chicago during the 1890s. 
As a result of their vastly differing emphases on the import of the color line, Du 
Bois’ and Addams’ prescriptions for ethical change sought to bring different types of 
	  	  
229	  
federal power to bear on modern socioeconomic conditions: stronger factory laws for 
Addams, legal safeguards for black political and civil rights for Du Bois.  In the end, the 
ideological gap between Addams and Du Bois regarding the racial dimensions of class 
divided the two reformers more than their common assumptions united them, and this 
conceptual gulf portended the way in which Du Bois, like Wells-Barnett, would 
increasingly pressure white social reformers to recognize how white racism reinforced 
the economic subordination of the workingman.  In so doing, Du Bois prodded liberal 
Chicagoans to tack back towards the rights-oriented liberalism of the nineteenth century--
the strand of liberal thought in which protecting civil liberties was paramount to 
upholding democratic government--that they had moved away from in the course of 
developing a social ethical critique of industrial capitalist society.72  Ultimately, 
Democracy and Social Ethics reflected how white liberal Chicagoans, despite some 
exploratory gestures at the turn of the century, continued to stress economic divisions and 
overlook racial ones, rather than recognize their areas of overlap, in their diagnoses of 
modern social conditions.   
National economic trends reinforced liberal Chicagoans’ economic conception of 
class.  A merger movement had washed over corporate capitalism between 1895 and 
1905 that had swallowed up one third of all companies.73  Encouraged by the economic 
successes of new horizontal combinations in such industries as oil, sugar, and tobacco, 
many independent businesses, particularly in relatively newer, capital-intensive industries 
that relied on mass production, had combined into holding companies in an effort to 
control prices, output, and profits.  This merger wave had been stimulated, in part, by 
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changes in the legal environment: general incorporation laws recently passed in states 
like New Jersey and Delaware, for example, allowed corporations to own stock in other 
companies without the approval of state legislatures, which encouraged the formation of 
holding companies.  Also, by invoking the Sherman Anti-Trust Act to prosecute extra-
legal associations like cartels but not formal legal entities like trusts, the courts had 
advanced an interpretation of the act that was decidedly pro-corporation.  Finally, the rise 
of a national market for industrial securities in 1890s made it more attractive for 
independent manufacturers to combine since they could more readily convert their shares 
into cash.  As a result of these economic and legal developments, large-scale corporations 
increasingly dominated the economic landscape at the turn of the century.  Not only did 
this trend make Lloyd’s longstanding worry over the growth of monopolies seem 
prescient and well founded, it encouraged many liberals to fixate on the social divisions 
between concentrated capital and organized labor.74 
In addition, recent large-scale industrial conflicts had focused national attention 
on industrial relations.  The Great Coal Strike of 1902, for example, had drawn in social 
reformers like Lloyd and Baker, both of whom personally investigated the anthracite 
mining communities of eastern Pennsylvania during the strike.  Relying on the reportorial 
methods that he had first developed when covering the Pullman strike, Baker had gone on 
to publish an article about those miners in the 1902 strike who had crossed the picket line 
and, as a result, been forced to endure social, economic, and even violent forms of 
retribution from organized labor.  Baker’s piece, “The Right to Work,” elicited a 
widespread and impassioned public response, one that extended all the way up to 
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President Theodore Roosevelt, who began to consult Baker occasionally on matters 
related to industrial relations.  It was against this backdrop that Baker referred to labor-
capital relations in 1903 as the “greatest American problem”--a position that prominent 
liberal Chicagoans, despite their growing concern over the problem of black-white 
relations, continued to share.75   
Chicago, too, remained at the center of the liberal imagination regarding social 
and economic strife, particularly when it came to the problem of monopoly.  Baker, for 
example, had returned to Chicago in 1903 and 1904 to “study the labor-capital situation 
there,” and he drew on the contacts he had developed during his Chicago days to research 
a new article on monopoly for McClure’s Magazine entitled “Capital and Labor Hunt 
Together: Chicago the Victim of the New Industrial Conspiracy.”76  In this piece, Baker 
argued that an advanced stage of industrial and trade union organization had been 
reached in which the combined forces of labor and capital now colluded against scab 
workers and smaller independent businesses with harmful results for the consuming 
public.  This “new species of monopoly” was exemplified by the relationship between the 
coal teamsters’ union and the Coal Team Owners’ Association, who together had forced 
downtown Chicago businesses to forsake their contracts with natural gas companies and 
instead use coal alone to heat their facilities.  Once again, Chicago appeared to manifest 
the socioeconomic extremes of the corporate capitalist order.  Baker explained: “Chicago 
has furnished the soil and the seed most favorable to this amazing growth, for no other 
city in America is so thoroughly organized.  Chicago has been called ‘industrial hell’; it 
has also been designated ‘the paradise of union labor.’  Whether hell or paradise, every 
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city in America is rapidly on its way to similar conditions.”77  Not only did Baker’s 
observations reflect how social reformers remained preoccupied with the economic 
dimensions of class, it illuminated the central role that Chicago had played in shaping this 
liberal outlook.  Because economic tensions seemed so acute in the city, particularly 
between laborers and capitalists, social reformers tended to view Chicago as emblematic 
of national trends in industrial relations and economic organization.  This, in turn, led 
many of them to prioritize the economic dimensions of class and to draw upon the 
municipal context of Chicago in evolving their prescriptions for liberal reform.  For many 
liberal Chicagoans and social reformers, in other words, to confront the economic 
divisions and social tensions in Chicago was to confront the modern industrial 
condition.78 
Baker’s fact-finding inquiries into labor-capital relations were associated with a 
new genre of writing born in the early 1900s: muckraking journalism.  When Baker had 
published his “Right to Work” article in the January 1903 issue of McClure’s Magazine, 
it had accompanied a piece by Lincoln Steffens on municipal corruption in Minneapolis 
along with the latest installment in a series by Ida M. Tarbell entitled The History of the 
Standard Oil Company.79  Together, these articles painted a broad, well-researched 
picture of corruption and collusion in the realms of organized labor, municipal 
administration, and big business, and the public responded with an extraordinary 
outpouring of letters and editorial responses.  Demand for the magazine skyrocketed, and 
these events marked the arrival of what would become known as the “literature of 
exposure,” or, more derisively, as “muckraking” journalism, a term that President 
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Roosevelt helped to coin when he accused some writers in this vein--“the men with the 
muck-rakes”--of sensationalism during a public address on April 14, 1906.80  Writers like 
Baker, Steffens, and Tarbell, however, were no sensationalists; they were concerned 
above all with investigating modern social conditions and their attendant human 
indignities in a factual, dispassionate manner.  The guiding impulse of their writing was 
more explanatory than reformist, and for Baker, at least, the complexities and corruption 
that he unearthed in the industrial capitalist system only made him more wary of utopian 
schemes for reform.81  Baker later described the purpose of muckraking literature in these 
pragmatic, anti-ideological, and ethical terms: “to expose, arouse, drive people to better 
social relationships.”82  A stream of exposés of business and political corruption would 
fill the pages of McClure’s Magazine throughout the decade, all of which tapped into a 
broader public desire to come to terms with the economic and social tensions produced 
by corporate capitalism.  The revelatory tenor and truth-seeking impulse of this writing 
resonated with the pragmatic, investigatory bent of Chicago liberalism, and indeed the 
roots of muckraking journalism could be found in such works as Lloyd’s Wealth Against 
Commonwealth, which had prefigured this trend but failed to connect to a broader public 
audience.  In this sense, the “literature of exposure,” at least of the sort found in 
McClure’s Magazine, represented a kind of popularized version of intellectual trends 
already at work among liberal Chicagoans throughout the 1890s, and it tended to 
reinforce liberals’ preoccupation with the economic dimensions of class within the 
national discourse on social reform.83 
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By 1904, however, despite his fixation on labor-capital relations, Baker could no 
longer ignore the specter of racial violence that increasingly haunted northern as well as 
southern soil. That fall, Baker conducted an investigation into four recent lynchings--two 
in the North and two in the South--that built on the ideological work initiated by Addams 
regarding the racial dimensions of class.  Baker’s interest in “the Negro problem” had 
been stimulated in the 1890s by the orations of Fredrick Douglass and civil rights activist 
Albion W. Tourgée and by discussions with Hull House residents, and he had previously 
explored the topics of lawlessness and social violence in his articles on industrial 
relations, but this inquiry represented his first extended foray into the problem of 
interracial violence.84  The result was a two-part series of articles that Baker published in 
early 1905 in McClure’s Magazine entitled “What is a Lynching?: A Study of Mob 
Justice, North and South.”  Writing in the dispassionate, fact-oriented, investigatory style 
of the muckraker, Baker attempted to shine a light on the underlying social forces 
attendant to racial violence through a comparative analysis of the root causes of northern 
and southern lynchings.  Racial violence in the North, Baker found, was primarily a 
product of socioeconomic pressures related to black migration--such as the entrance of 
blacks into white communities--combined with mounting political anxieties among white 
citizens that black voters were becoming too susceptible to corruption during municipal 
elections.  In the South, however, fears of black assaults on white womanhood primarily 
motivated lynchings.  And in both regions, ongoing economic competition between black 
and white workers--coal miners in the North, agricultural laborers and skilled tradesmen 
in the South--fueled racial violence.  Baker’s study was unusual for a writer in the 
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muckraking vein: typically these journalists, mindful that their audience was comprised 
of middle and upper class white northerners and southerners, reinforced racialist 
assumptions about blacks in their writings.85  Not only did Baker’s articles represent the 
first time that a white social reformer had applied the tactics of the muckraker to the 
charged topic of lynching, they reflected the growing significance that some white 
liberals, especially those within the discourse of Chicago, were assigning to the racial 
dimensions of class.  President Roosevelt himself wrote to Baker that he found one of the 
articles even more compelling than Baker’s earlier work on labor unions.86 
But Baker’s articles on lynching did much more than simply contrast the social 
conditions of the two regions.  At once a pioneering statement on black-white relations 
and a liberal apology for the racial status quo, his writings reflected the deep ambivalence 
over racial equality that lay at the heart of liberal thought.  On the one hand, Baker’s 
articles represented the first time that a white social reformer had portrayed lynching as a 
national, and not a regional, problem.  Baker called lynching “an American crime” in a 
way that recalled Wells-Barnett’s discussion in A Red Record, and by describing these 
violent acts in gruesome detail, he confronted the horror of this practice in a way that 
Addams had not in her earlier exchange with Wells-Barnett.87  And though Baker had 
intended to compare the social forces that incited lynchings in the North and South, his 
articles ultimately did more to break down the distinctions between northern and southern 
race relations than to differentiate them.  Both regions, he noted, had failed to enforce due 
process of law process; the de facto segregation that existed in the North was nearly as 
oppressive as the de jure segregation that obtained in the South.  Also, Baker’s discussion 
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of how industrial competition between black and white workingmen contributed to racial 
conflict in both regions represented another conceptual step forward for white liberals 
concerning the racial dimensions of class.  Baker wrote: “This industrial friction (a more 
important factor in the negro problem, perhaps, than is commonly recognized), added to 
the historic contempt of the negro for the ‘poor white’ and the hatred of the poor white 
for the negro, constitutes a fertile source of discord.”88  Finally, Baker had absorbed 
enough of Wells-Barnett’s ongoing social critique of lynching to reject the notion that it 
only punished the crime of rape.89  These aspects of Baker’s investigation reflected a 
distinct shift in liberal thought with regard to race. 
At the same time, however, Baker’s writing reinforced some of the derogatory 
cultural assumptions that many whites held about African Americans.  References to the 
“animal-like ferocity” of blacks or to the “imitative negro” only underscored how Baker, 
like Addams, continued to adopt the discriminatory viewpoint that blacks were child-like, 
pliable, and susceptible to regressing into barbarism.90  Baker, too, uncritically accepted 
white southern attitudes by assigning blacks to one of two social categories: “self-
respecting” resident blacks of the upper classes and “worthless negroes,” i.e. itinerant, 
uneducated blacks of the poorer classes.  In adopting this racialist framework, Baker 
assumed that blacks would naturally cleave to white ideals of self-development, which 
further exposed how his outlook presupposed the cultural superiority of whites.  And 
while Baker’s argumentation contained the seeds of a social vision that recognized the 
relation between economic and racial forms of injustice, he ultimately arrived at the 
myopic and elitist conclusion that only the poorer classes, fueled by economic conflict, 
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were responsible for racial violence.  “If there were only the better class of whites in the 
South and the better class of negroes,” wrote Baker, “there would be no such thing as a 
negro problem.”91  Though Baker’s notion that economic status shaped race relations 
represented a distinctly broader view of class for white liberals, it also reversed the 
priorities of the analytic framework that Du Bois had established in The Souls of Black 
Folk--i.e. that racial discrimination ultimately determined one’s economic “place” in the 
South.  Ultimately, despite his newfound recognition of the role that both economic 
relations and white racism played in lynching, Baker retreated to the position that the 
failure of law was the wellspring of racial violence--as had Addams.92  “The law itself 
had been lynched,” wrote Baker.93  In addition, Baker’s belief that a “new moral 
revolution” against lynching was afoot in the South was hopelessly sanguine and only 
reinforced the impression that he was a kind of apologist for white southerners.94  The 
essence of Baker’s ambivalent appraisal was bound up in his conclusion that “lynching in 
this country is peculiarly the white man’s burden,” a reference to a poem that the English 
poet Rudyard Kipling had published in McClure’s Magazine in 1899.  With this 
observation, Baker simultaneously acknowledged the white role in interracial violence--
they controlled legal and political channels but had failed to administer due process of 
law--and recast lynching as problem of national, not regional, proportions.  At same time, 
his remark reflected the paternalistic view of blacks that many northern social reformers 
still held along with their tendency to uncritically adopt white southern cultural attitudes, 
and it further illuminated the continued reluctance of liberal reformers to designate white 
racism as a main source of social friction.  Still, Baker’s work had seriously complicated 
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the picture of interracial relations on both sides of the Mason-Dixon line by rejecting 
some deeply imbedded racialist cultural assumptions even as it sustained others, and 
ultimately, by nationalizing the problem of lynching, his articles did more to propel than 
to retard the evolving liberal discussion of the racial dimensions of class.95 
 
Chicago and the Specter of Interracial Strike Warfare: The Meatpacking Strike of 
1904 and the Teamsters’ Strike of 1905 
 
 As lynchings in the South and Midwest drew the attention of white social 
reformers like Addams and Baker, interracial violence related to labor-capital relations 
erupted in northern and midwestern industrial cities.  And once again, the city of 
Chicago, with its conspicuous tensions between workers and employers, kept liberal 
Chicagoans, and the nation, trained on the problem of social conflict between economic 
groups.  During the early years of the twentieth century, the city continued to manifest 
the fraught dynamics of labor and capital in a striking fashion and to emblematize 
national economic trends in the eyes of many liberals and social reformers--as it had 
during the Pullman strike--with one important difference.  By the early 1900s, large-scale 
industrial crises in Chicago had begun to take on a more distinctly racial cast as strikes 
activated prejudices between black and whites.  These clashes between labor and capital 
produced the worst interracial violence to date in industrial relations, and they pressured 
white liberal Chicagoans to examine anew the relationship between economic inequity 
and racial discrimination. 
The rising profile of racially charged strike warfare in Chicago was related, in 
part, to the social and economic pressures generated by the Great Migration.  As blacks 
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continued to leave the South on account of its oppressive caste system and to be drawn 
northward in pursuit of economic gain, educational opportunities, and social and political 
freedoms, Chicago became a major destination for migrating African Americans.  Not 
only did the city’s extensive railroad network make it easily accessible to blacks that 
lived in the Deep South, some African Americans, who were so often excluded from the 
northern industrial order before World War I, could still find factory work in Chicago, 
particularly in the packinghouses.96  In addition, black craftsmen could often secure 
employment as carpenters, masons, ironworkers, and teamsters, among other trades.97  As 
a result, the ongoing arrival of black southern migrants in the city continued to exacerbate 
longstanding tensions between unskilled and skilled white and black workers, who had 
competed for years in Chicago’s labor market. 
Compounding racial tensions related to the influx of southern black workers into 
Chicago was the ongoing discrimination that blacks faced in the labor movement.  
National trade unions allied with the AFL continued to exclude the majority of skilled 
black workers through exclusion or segregation clauses in union charter constitutions or 
through de facto discrimination, and the railroad brotherhoods, too, remained intolerant 
of blacks.  A few AFL-affiliated unions such as the United Mine Workers of America and 
the stockyard workers’ union, the Amalgamated Meat Cutters and Butcher Workmen 
(AMCBW), did accept black workers, but these organizations were the exception to the 
rule.  The Inter-Ocean captured the state of affairs for skilled black workers in Chicago 
when it commented, “No matter how expert a colored man may be it is said that it is next 
to impossible for him to secure membership in a union in Chicago.”98  Also, the AFL 
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further reinforced racial divisions in the labor movement when it passed a constitutional 
amendment in 1900 that allowed for the creation of federal locals.  This meant that when 
an AFL-affiliated national organization refused to admit African Americans, black 
workers could appeal for a federal local charter, with the AFL executive council serving 
as the national organization for the new federal local.  But the executive council tended to 
refer the grievances of these black federal locals back to the national organization that 
had originally excluded them, which only further marginalized the position of organized 
blacks.99  As a result of the discrimination that black workers faced from white trade 
unionists, they remained deeply ambivalent about unionization, and often African 
Americans felt that they received better treatment from industrial employers like J. 
Ogden Armour than from the craft unions.100  In 1901, the Colored American spoke 
directly to the powerful, regressive impact that white unionist discrimination was having 
on race relations when it proclaimed, “The trade and labor unions are the greatest 
enemies of the Negro in America and are doing more to foster and encourage race hatred 
and the caste spirit than any other agency we know of.”101 
Finally, and most importantly, racial tensions between white and black laborers 
were deteriorating because mining, steel, and other industries continued to rely on 
southern black workers to break strikes.  The Illinois Steel Company, for one, had used 
blacks as strikebreakers in 1898, and mining companies in the southern Illinois coalfields 
had also regularly imported black miners from the South during strikes.  This practice 
had provoked violent clashes between striking white miners and black strikebreakers in 
the towns of Pana, Carterville, and Virden in the late 1890s, and in the case of Pana, the 
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presence of black strikebreakers had led to a riot between hundreds of black and white 
miners that left six dead and twice as many wounded.  These outbreaks of interracial 
strike warfare had compelled Illinois state legislators to pass a new law that forbade 
corporations from importing workers under false pretenses regarding the conditions of 
employment (labor agents often misled prospective black workers about the existence of 
a strike), but this legislation did little to stem the practice of employing black 
strikebreakers during work stoppages.  Both Latrobe Steel and the University of Chicago, 
for example, imported black workers to break strikes in the early 1900s.  More than any 
other factor, the use of black strikebreakers was likely to provoke white unionists to 
violence since it had the potential to inflame racial prejudices as well as disturb the picket 
line--even though it was white union hostility to blacks that had encouraged black 
strikebreaking in the first place, not the reverse.102 
 In July 1904, racial resentments associated with these trends came to a head in 
Chicago.  Because the city was the meatpacking capital of America--Chicago’s Union 
Stock Yards alone employed over one third of the total national workforce--the AMCBW 
had made it the center of its national campaign to raise wage levels for butchers and other 
skilled workmen and to establish a minimum wage for unskilled stockyard workers.  
When the packers countered by reducing wages, the AMCBW called a national strike and 
approximately 28,000 Chicago stockyard workers (including some unionized blacks) 
heeded the summons along with thousands of other packinghouse workers from across 
the country.  When the Chicago packers brought in black strikebreakers by the trainload 
to help run the yards, crowds of striking white unionists and their families harassed the 
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black workers, and some were dragged from streetcars, beaten, and in a couple of 
instances even stabbed.  Once again, strikers hanged a “nigger scab” in effigy, and at one 
point a riot threatened to break out when a mob of angry strikers, nearly 5,000 strong, 
attacked a group of black strikebreakers and their police escort.103  In order to counter the 
packers’ efforts to bring in nonunion labor, the AMCBW elicited sympathy strikes from 
the allied trades and from the stockyard teamsters, but the packers held firm, aided by an 
ongoing depression and by the thousands of unemployed workers who stood ready to fill 
vacated positions.  Only when Addams, Hull House settlement worker Mary McDowell, 
and Dr. Cornelia DeBey, a physician and settlement activist, beseeched J. Ogden Armour 
to settle with the strikers did he allow them back into the yards--and without granting any 
of their demands.  Ultimately, the strike failed because of poor timing and the combined 
strength of the packers, but black strikebreakers received much of the blame for the 
strike’s failure.  Ben Tillman, for one, told white packinghouse workers that “it was the 
niggers that whipped you in line” when he addressed an assembly of them in the wake of 
the conflict.104  As a result of the meatpacking strike, tensions ratcheted up between white 
and black workers in Chicago and intensified the feeling among many white trade 
unionists that blacks were a “scab race” that served the interests of capital and worked 
against the cause of the workingman.105 
 But the worst interracial strike violence was yet to come.  In April 1905, racial 
tensions between black and white workers in Chicago exploded during a teamsters’ strike 
that shut down much of the city’s commerce.  The origins of the strike were rooted in an 
ongoing struggle between local craftsmen and corporate elites for control over Chicago’s 
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craft economy.  In 1903, the teamsters’ union and the coal team owners’ association had 
consolidated their power by founding the Chicago Board of Arbitration, which intervened 
in disputes between unionized workers and their corporate employers, often by 
threatening to deny transportation services to unyielding firms.  When the teamsters 
interfered with a local strike of clothing cutters at Montgomery Ward by boycotting the 
firm, it provoked the Employers’ Association of Chicago, an organization of elite 
businessmen, to hire their own teams and shut out the unionized drivers, which, in turn, 
led the teamsters to extend their strike to railway express companies, department stores, 
and wholesale houses.  Once again, the corporations brought in southern black workers to 
replace the striking drivers, and they were greeted with bricks, stones, clubs, blackjacks, 
and bullets when they tried to deliver coal, milk, and other goods.106  Over the course of 
the strike, violence broke out repeatedly between groups of black strikebreakers and 
white strikers, and some African American drivers armed themselves to fend off their 
attackers.  Unlike earlier strikes, however, white unionist anger towards black 
strikebreakers soon manifested itself into a more generalized hatred of the black race as 
non-strikebreaking blacks were indiscriminately assaulted.  In mid-May, when two black 
strikebreakers had fired into a crowd and killed a young boy after being taunted, it 
spurred a citywide race riot as white mobs hunted down blacks and attacked them in the 
streets.  Throughout the strike, though, armed blacks had fought back, and by the time the 
strike finally ended, twenty-one people had been killed and over four hundred seriously 
wounded.  The most prolonged episode of interracial strike warfare to date, the teamsters’ 
strike revealed how strongly white workers had come to associate blacks laborers with 
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scabbing and how easily labor unrest could set off racial antipathy.  Moreover, it 
demonstrated the growing resistance of black strikebreakers to the discriminatory 
violence perpetuated by striking white workers.107 
By illustrating how divisions between labor and capital could quickly devolve 
into racial warfare, the Chicago Teamsters’ strike of 1905 spurred liberal Chicagoans like 
Addams to acknowledge the racial dimensions of class conflict.  During the strike, 
Addams had been selected by the mayor to participate in a citizen’s group charged with 
arbitrating the dispute.  The recent outcome of the Anthracite Coal Commission of 1903 
had given new legitimacy to the arbitration process, and Addams herself continued to 
view this approach as the one best suited to cultivating a social ethics that recognized the 
mutual interdependence of capital and labor.  All efforts to arbitrate the strike failed, 
however, which led a frustrated Addams to opine in her next volume of writings, Newer 
Ideals of Peace (1907), that the labor movement had reached a moment of “unusual 
crisis.”108  According to Addams, the source of the problem, once again, lay in a conflict 
of social ethical ideals, but this time she qualified her earlier view that a simple clash of 
individualistic and social ethical perspectives precipitated labor-capital disputes.  Now, 
commercial conflicts like the teamsters’ strike reflected divergent outlooks on group 
ethics: the “primitive morality” of younger trade and employer organizations had 
produced a warlike mentality that clashed with the conciliatory perspective of older 
unions and corporations, who more readily recognized the social benefits of 
arbitration.109  “So accustomed have we grown in Chicago to warfare as a method of 
settling industrial disputes, ” bemoaned Addams, and once again she evenhandedly laid 
	  	  
245	  
the blame at the doorstep of both labor and capital.110  With regard to labor, she adopted 
Baker’s recent argument about “labor and capital hunting together” to point up how 
collusion between the coal teamsters and coal team owners had led to blackmail, graft, 
and a warlike mindset in Chicago’s industrial relations.111  Corporations, for their part, 
were guilty of presuming workers to be irrational beings that only responded to coercion.  
The consequences of maintaining these primitive social conceptions of morality were 
profound: the ongoing division of society into laborers and capitalists, an all-consuming 
materialist ethos, and an “enormous increase in the feeling of race animosity” toward 
black strikebreakers and white ethnic immigrants.112  “The principle of racial and class 
equality it at the basis of American political life,” Addams wrote, “and to wantonly 
destroy it is one of the gravest outrages against the Republic.”113  As a city with a 
heterogeneous population, Addams went on, Chicago bore special responsibility for 
encouraging racial tolerance.  Although Addams’ gesture toward the racial dimensions of 
class lacked the sustained analysis of “Respect for the Law” and was aimed as much at 
eastern and southern European immigrants as it was at black strikebreakers, it still 
represented Addams’ clearest expression to date on how the pursuit of economic equity 
depended, in part, on combating racial discrimination.  Like Baker, she reversed the 
priorities of Du Bois’ perspective on class by implying that divisions between labor and 
capital shaped racial relations, not the other way around.  Even though her analysis 
ultimately rooted social conflict in the conflicting perspectives on group ethics held by 
worker and corporate groups, it nonetheless reflected the drift of liberal thought in 
Chicago toward a broader conception of class in which the conflicts of labor and capital 
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had terrible consequences not just for workingmen or for the general public but also for 
black-white relations.114 
But if white social reformers like Addams had become more attentive to the racial 
dimensions of class, their endeavors in this regard remained solely in the conceptual 
realm.  In contrast, black activists like Wells-Barnett and Du Bois drew conclusions 
about the pursuit of racial reform from industrial conflicts like the Chicago Teamsters’ 
strike that prompted them to take action.  During the teamsters’ strike, for example, 
Wells-Barnett spoke out against the treatment of black strikebreakers as part of a public 
demonstration at Bethel African Methodist Church that drew over one thousand 
attendees.  Lauding the black workers for risking their lives in the pursuit of economic 
opportunity, Wells-Barnett argued for “the constitutional right of all men to earn a living 
and to protect themselves in the exercise of that right.”115  Du Bois, too, acted forcefully 
during the strike.  In July 1905, he organized a meeting of twenty nine black leaders in 
Fort Erie, Ontario that marked the beginning of the Niagara Movement, a national black 
civil rights organization that gave institutional form to Du Bois’ ideological split from 
Booker T. Washington and the Tuskegee network.116  Adopting a formal policy of protest 
and agitation on behalf of full civil and political rights for African Americans, the 
Niagara Movement embodied the philosophy of black social advance that Du Bois had 
laid out in The Souls of Black Folk, including his call for the “Talented Tenth” to assume 
social and intellectual leadership of the black community.  Though these actions were not 
necessarily directly related to the strike, Du Bois’ agenda nonetheless bore the impress of 
recent industrial disputes in Chicago and their attendant racial turmoil.  In the Niagara 
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Movement’s “Declaration of Principles,” the membership proclaimed, “We especially 
complain against the denial of equal opportunities to us in economic life,” citing how 
white racism and discriminatory laws had retarded black economic development.117  
Another statement in the declaration also gestured toward the interracial violence that had 
marred the recent strikes in Chicago: “We hold up for public execration the conduct of 
two opposite classes of men: The practice among employers of importing ignorant 
Negro-American laborers in emergencies, and then affording them neither protection nor 
permanent employment; and the practice of labor unions in proscribing and boycotting 
and oppressing thousands of their fellow-toilers, simply because they are black.  These 
methods have accentuated and will accentuate the war of labor and capital, and they are 
disgraceful on both sides.”118  For Du Bois and the Niagara Movement, it was critical to 
black advance that whites recognize how corporate capitalists and white trade unionists 
alike had contributed to the social and economic oppression of blacks, and this position 
laid the basis for the Niagara Movement’s reform platform, which called for federal 
enforcement of the Thirteenth, Fourteenth, and Fifteenth Amendments in unequivocal 
terms.  Of course, this prescription for social reform contrasted sharply with Addams’ 
call for state-guided arbitration of industrial disputes, and it pressured white liberals to 
incorporate a civil rights plank into their ongoing social ethical critique of industrial 
relations.  Ultimately, black and white social reformers’ reactions to the teamsters’ strike 
revealed how they assigned different levels of priority to the influence of racial attitudes 
on labor-capital relations, and their contrasting outlooks led to divergent agendas for 
reform that sought to bring federal power to bear on social conditions in disparate ways. 
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The Wilds of Industrial Chicago: Upton Sinclair’s The Jungle and Chicago’s 
Liberal Discourse on Class 
 
In the end, it was a white social reformer, the young novelist Upton Sinclair, who 
had the final word--or at least the word that reverberated most loudly--on the economic 
and racial turmoil that had engulfed Chicago in the early 1900s.  A recent convert to 
socialism, Sinclair had been captivated by the failed stockyard strike of 1904, and he 
journeyed to the city that October to investigate the socioeconomic conditions in the 
meatpacking industry and to write a novel based on his discoveries.  Living on an 
advance from the socialist organ Appeal to Reason, Sinclair explored the inner workings 
of industrial relations in Chicago over the course of seven weeks--his research included 
visits to an agricultural implement factory and a steel mill--and in early February 1905 he 
began to publish serial installments of The Jungle in the journal.  Sinclair’s investigation 
represented the outer limits of the “literature of exposure”: his writing adopted the 
exploratory viewpoint of the muckraker and reflected the genre’s preoccupation with 
municipal corruption and corporate dominion, though his socialist message went well 
beyond the moderately progressive liberalism that characterized the genre.  Despite the 
currency of The Jungle’s subject matter and outlook, however, publishers were reluctant 
to handle the book on account of the inflammatory potential of its subject matter.  
Unfazed, Sinclair decided to self-publish it, and the novel’s strong advance sales finally 
convinced Doubleday to bring out the text in February 1906.  The cultural impact of The 
Jungle was profound: not only did Sinclair’s revelatory disclosures about the moral 
bankruptcy of Chicago’s meatpacking industry kindle public outrage over the abuses of 
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the Beef Trust, they powerfully associated the city with economic oligarchy, cutthroat 
capitalism, and an impoverished working class.119  
Sinclair’s novel demonstrated that the city of Chicago and its liberal discourse had 
powerfully impacted early twentieth-century cultural production and social thought.  
First, Sinclair drew exclusively on the social and economic conditions of Chicago to 
expose the human costs of the corporate capitalist order, and his Chicago-centrism 
reflected how the city, for many Americans, had come to signify national economic 
trends.  In addition, The Jungle bore the distinctive impress of Chicago’s liberal discourse 
on class.  Despite Sinclair’s avowed socialism, his narrative reproduced some of the key 
assumptions upon which liberal Chicagoans had come to rely in developing their social 
analyses, and in so doing his novel illuminated the newfound cultural authority, and 
influence, that Chicago and its resident reformers now wielded in the national 
conversation on political economy and labor-capital relations.  Furthermore, The Jungle 
exposed the deep ambivalence that continued to pervade the liberal imagination regarding 
the racial dimensions of class.  Finally, it reflected how the city had emerged as a 
complex cultural symbol for the nation, one that bound up the idea of Chicago with 
aggrandizing corporate power, industrial development, social tensions between workers 
and industrialists and between black and white workers, and the evolution of modern 
liberal idealism. 
 In The Jungle, Sinclair portrayed the harrowing odyssey of a family of Lithuanian 
immigrants in pursuit of economic opportunity who arrive on American soil with little 
more than their knowledge of the word “Chicago.”120  The group is led by Jurgin Rudkus, 
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a vigorous young man who believes in America’s “bootstrap” philosophy, i.e. the notion 
that hard work and unflappable resolve will lead to financial success and greater social 
standing in the laissez-faire system.  Once the family arrives in Chicago’s meatpacking 
quarter, or Packingtown, they quickly discover that survival is impossible due to the 
appalling social and economic conditions of the district.  Low wages, long hours of de-
humanizing and hazardous factory work, rampant unemployment, predatory commercial 
agents, and unsanitary living conditions all combine to propel the unsuspecting family 
into a downward spiral of poverty, suffering, and death.  This tale of working-class 
family hardship was grim enough, but it only set the stage for even more shocking 
discoveries, as Sinclair led the reader through a kind of grand tour of industrial Chicago 
that exposed systemic corruption in factory production, municipal administration, and 
electoral politics.  Especially disturbing were Sinclair’s descriptions of packinghouse 
industrial processes, where rancid meat, tubercular cows, and choleraic pigs all found 
their way into consumer goods as the meatpacking companies attempted to squeeze every 
ounce of profit out of the butchered animals.  Behind such economic depravity lay 
greedy, unscrupulous corporations, which had attained unprecedented levels of wealth 
and power in Chicago.  Sinclair’s Packingtown, “the greatest aggregation of labor and 
capital ever gathered in one place,” brought to a chilling climax the predatory relations of 
laissez-faire capitalism, and Sinclair described the Beef Trust that lorded over the district 
as “the spirit of Capitalism made flesh.”121  The rapaciousness of the meatpacking 
industry soon becomes clear to Jurgin, who discovers that “there was no place in it where 
a man counted for anything against a dollar.”122  Through his various turns in corporate 
	  	  
251	  
employment, which included stints as a packinghouse sweeper, a railway employee, an 
assembly line worker, and a Democratic Party political operative, Jurgin awakens to the 
knowledge that his labor merely fattens the corporate trusts and solidifies their economic 
and political control over Chicago, and the nation.123  Even the federal inspectors, who 
were appointed by the packers and “paid by the United States government to certify that 
all the diseased meat was kept in the state,” served the interests of the Beef Trust.124  It 
was hard to tell what was more rotten in The Jungle: packinghouse meat, corporate 
capitalism, or the political conditions that sustained Chicago’s industrial regime.  In the 
end, Sinclair could only arrest this frightful vision of ethical and commercial corruption 
through an act of literary-political imagination.  Jurgin finally rescues himself--and the 
reader--from the moral sewer of Chicago’s laissez-faire economy by converting to 
socialism in a quasi-religious awakening, an ideological rebirth that, for Sinclair, augured 
Chicago’s socialist future.125 
In many respects, Sinclair’s text built upon and extended Chicago’s liberal 
discourse on class.  To begin, his literary inquiry shared key aspects of the investigatory 
mode that defined the evolving liberalism of Chicago: the urge to expose the social costs 
of industrial capitalism, a perspective on class that prioritized the divisions between labor 
and capital, a Chicago-centric focus on socioeconomic conditions.  In addition, The 
Jungle brought to life some of the key ideas developed by liberal Chicagoans.  Sinclair’s 
portrayal of how white-collar employees and workingmen lived entirely separate 
existences, for example, gave literary form to Addams’ ongoing concern for the social 
divisions between the laboring and managerial classes.126  Also, Sinclair’s sympathetic 
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depiction on the plight of one immigrant family recalled Baker’s earlier vignettes about 
the Pullman strike, which had also focused on the suffering endured by workers’ families.  
Sinclair’s greatest debt, though, was to Lloyd: The Jungle, in a way, had reframed 
Lloyd’s Wealth Against Commonwealth from the vantage point of the socialist.  
Sinclair’s novel amplified Lloyd’s earlier attack on concentrated capital--and humanized 
it--by focusing on the plight of impoverished workers and by recasting Lloyd’s narrative 
of corporate oppression within a literary cultural mold that could deliver an anti-
monopoly message to a broader audience.  Sinclair actually referred to Lloyd’s Wealth 
Versus Commonwealth in The Jungle, describing it as a truth telling study of the Oil Trust 
that had been ignored by the public, and Sinclair clearly did not want his novel to 
experience a similar fate.127  The Jungle also gave fresh impetus to Lloyd’s call for a 
“new conscience” in labor-capital relations by shining a light on how corporate 
capitalism fostered inhumane social conditions.  To underscore the idea that human 
dignity had all but disappeared within the realm of industrial capitalism, Sinclair 
repeatedly portrayed factory laborers in ghostly terms: the “ghastly pallor” of his 
characters visibly increased throughout the novel, which amplified the sense of their 
material insubstantiality as workers and made Packingtown appear to be peopled by the 
phantom casualties of industrial production.128  In addition, Sinclair called attention to 
how assembly line processes led to the mechanization of human labor by depicting 
factory workers as increasingly machine-like, “the worn-out parts of the great merciless 
packing-machine.”129  Together, these leitmotifs illuminated the effacement of humanity 
in industrial relations and the social costs paid by workers as a result of their participation 
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in the corporate capitalist system.130  To be sure, Sinclair’s revolutionary socialism 
clearly distinguished his approach to reform from that of liberal Chicagoans, but it was 
also clear that The Jungle had been shaped in dialogue with Chicago’s liberal discourse 
on class. 
Another area of ideological overlap between Sinclair and liberal Chicagoans 
related to his passionate response to social Darwinism.  As the novel’s title intimated, The 
Jungle was nothing if not a devastating critique of those social theorists who drew on 
Darwin’s principles of evolution to defend the industrial capitalist regime.  Sinclair took 
the survival-of-the-fittest mentality to its logical and figurative extremes in The Jungle in 
order to demonstrate how the application of natural law to economic relations represented 
a brutish step backwards for society.  Filling the streets and jails of Sinclair’s industrial 
“jungle” were hordes of dispossessed Chicagoans so maddened by poverty and ill-
treatment that they were reduced to “barking like dogs, gibbering like apes, raving and 
tearing themselves in delirium.”131  The Jungle abounded, too, with representations of 
wageworkers that depicted them as helpless animals, the powerless victims of economic 
competition between profit-driven corporate entities.132  The social conditions of 
Chicago, in Sinclair’s telling, exposed how “natural” economic competition in industrial 
capitalism led not to gradual social advance but to shocking extremes of poverty, 
brutality, and greed. “Here in this huge city,” wrote Sinclair, “with its stores of heaped up 
wealth, human creatures might be hunted down and destroyed by the wild-beast powers 
of nature, just as truly as ever they were in the days of cave-men!”133  With these sorts of 
declarations, Sinclair ridiculed the social Darwinist defense of laissez-faire by portraying 
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commercial competition as immoral, violent, and socially oppressive--a perspective that 
echoed that viewpoint of liberal Chicagoans like Lloyd. 
Yet for all of these ideological resonances, The Jungle also represented a severe 
indictment of the investigatory liberalism of Chicago.  Sinclair’s socialism gave no 
quarter to the community-of-interests approach to labor-capital relations that underlay the 
social philosophies of Addams, Lloyd, and Baker, and he mocked this outlook in The 
Jungle through his portrayal of Freddie Jones, the convivial young scion of a 
packinghouse magnate.  Drunk after a night out on the town, Freddie encounters Jurgin, 
now penniless, and invites him back to the Jones estate.  There Freddie learn that Jurgin 
once worked in his family’s meat-processing factories, and this knowledge causes 
Freddie to excitedly affirm his father’s abiding love for the workingman:  “Guv’ner ought 
to be here—glad to see you.  Great fren’s with the men, gov’ner—labor an’ capital, 
commun’ty ‘f int’rests, an’ all that—hic!”134  In this boozy episode, Sinclair lambasted 
the community-of-interests outlook on industrial relations by pointing up how such a 
perspective reduced workers to beggary and served the interests of corporate 
industrialists, who were drunk on the profits generated by these economic and ideological 
arrangements.  The Jungle also offered an unflattering portrait of the settlement 
movement, now a potent symbol of the social reform discourse of Chicago on account of 
Jane Addams and Hull House.  When a young middle class female settlement worker 
visits Jurgis’ family one day, she bursts into tears upon witnessing the extent of their 
poverty.  Later she sends them a food basket and uses her middle class social status--she 
is pledged to marry a steel mill superintendent--to secure Jurgin a position at her fiancé’s 
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factory.135  Sentimentalism, Sinclair suggested, guided the endeavors of settlement 
workers, not the desire to transform the economic relations of industrial capitalism, and 
their ongoing ideological “marriage” to capitalists made them no more than stewards of 
the corporate social order.  To Sinclair, the settlement movement and the reforms it 
championed, such as child labor laws, were well intentioned but utterly inadequate to 
redressing the plight of the workingman--a food basket in the face of endemic poverty.136  
At bottom, Sinclair suggested, the working class viewed settlement workers who 
investigated their environs as  “rich people who came to live there to find out about poor 
people”--in other words, as paternalistic, status-conscious, and wedded to the status 
quo.137  Only revolutionary socialism, Sinclair believed, could alter the social conditions 
of corporate capitalism, a position that put him at odds with liberal Chicagoans and led 
him to rebuke their social assumptions.  Sinclair’s stance toward the investigatory 
liberalism of Chicago was summed up by a playful though chastising comment he made 
to Baker about one of Baker’s pieces for McClure’s Magazine: “You can beat even the 
rest of the folks on McClure’s for getting together facts minus conclusions.”138 
As for the subject of black-white relations, Sinclair, too, displayed the new 
attentiveness to the racial dimensions of class that had begun to mark the liberal discourse 
of Chicago, but his outlook on the matter represented a conceptual regression in relation 
to the evolving thought of white social reformers like Addams and Baker.  About the only 
progressive aspect of Sinclair’s depiction of blacks was that he situated them squarely 
within the industrial capitalist order of Chicago--which Dreiser had not done--as 
unskilled stockyard workers, owners of “stale-beer dives,” domestics, and 
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strikebreakers.139  Beyond that, however, Sinclair’s portrayal of blacks embodied the 
most discriminatory tendencies of social theorists, liberals, and the labor movement.  His 
disparaging descriptions of black workers, whom he grouped with other “lesser 
workingmen,” only reinforced the Darwinian liberal viewpoint that blacks would 
naturally gravitate to the bottom rungs of the economic ladder.140  When the stockyard 
workers go on strike in The Jungle, and the packers import thousands of southern black 
laborers from the cotton districts to run the yards, Sinclair portrayed these black 
strikebreakers as lazy, ignorant, primitive, and lacking restraint--thus reinforcing the most 
common cultural prejudices against African Americans.141  For example, Sinclair 
described vivid stockyard scenes in which knife-wielding blacks fought savagely, drank 
to excess, and sang with abandon.  “Now for the first time they were free,--free to gratify 
every passion, free to wreck themselves,” wrote Sinclair.142  He even stoked white 
anxieties over African American men mingling with white women through his depiction 
of  “young white girls from the country rubbing elbows with big buck negroes with 
daggers in their boots.”143  In sum, Sinclair had upheld the white labor movement’s most 
derogatory attitudes about black “scabs”: that they were ignorant, depraved, and the 
unwitting pawns of corporations.   
At bottom, Sinclair’s treatment of blacks in The Jungle revealed that he only 
concerned himself with the racial dimensions of class to the degree that it would advance 
the cause of the labor movement.  As had liberal Chicagoans, Sinclair invoked the specter 
of black slavery to highlight the wage slavery of the white immigrant.  “Over them, 
relentless and savage,” wrote Sinclair, “there cracked the lash of want.”144  He also wrote 
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of how socialists sought to reach out across racial lines by speaking at black gatherings 
such as an “Afro-American business-men’s banquet,” but this smacked of ideological 
opportunism, given that Sinclair had not pictured a single African American businessman 
in his narrative.145  Sinclair even took the liberty of rewriting history in a way that would 
implicitly present the racial attitudes of socialists in a more favorable light: when Sinclair 
reimagined a post-strike speech by Senator Ben Tillman, who had blamed African 
Americans for the failure of the stockyard strike of 1904, the novelist depicted Jurgin and 
his fellow socialists as rising to denounce Tillman and his support of the Democratic 
Party.  It remained unclear, however, whether or not they had actually challenged 
Tillman’s discriminatory assumptions about black labor, and in the end this episode only 
offered further proof of how Sinclair was quick to subsume the problem of black-white 
relations within the labor-capital framework.146  Unlike reformers like Addams and 
Baker, who were genuinely concerned about black-white relations and racial violence, 
Sinclair only gestured toward race relations in order to advance his socialist agenda, and 
in the process he did a great deal more to reinforce divisions between black and white 
laborers than to break them down. 
For all of Sinclair’s socialism, The Jungle ultimately led to social reforms that 
were gradualist, not revolutionary.  After receiving an advance copy of the book, 
President Roosevelt called for an investigation into the meatpacking industry, and he 
threatened to make the report public unless federal legislators acted.147  In 1906, 
Congress passed the Meat Inspection and Pure Food and Drug Act, which established 
new federal guidelines for meat products and patent medicines, and this legislation 
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fulfilled a key aspect of the social reform vision advanced by liberal Chicagoans: stronger 
regulatory laws on corporations.  Lloyd himself had actually conducted a six-year 
campaign for pure food legislation beginning in 1879.148  Black reformers’ calls for the 
safeguarding of black civil rights, however, had still fallen on deaf ears, and The Jungle, 
if anything, had only set this cause back.  It was ironic that Sinclair had once told 
Chicagoans that he intended to pen “the Uncle Tom’s Cabin of the Labor Movement”--
The Jungle had not only exacerbated racial tensions within the ongoing discussion of 
economic conflict, it had demonstrated how white social reformers had rejected the social 
Darwinist defense of laissez-faire yet accepted the claims of Darwinian racial theorists.149  
In the final analysis, white social reformers responded to the racial violence of the early 
1900s in a way that suggested that lynchings and race riots were more likely to prod them 
to confront the racial dimensions of class than interracial strike warfare.  During strikes 
that involved black strikebreakers, white liberals’ preoccupation with labor-capital 
tensions seemed only to blind them to how racial imperatives shaped industrial conflict. 
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Chapter Four 
 
Nationalizing “The Negro Problem”:  
Urban Race Riots, Liberal Chicagoans, and Modern Liberal Thought 
 
In 1908, Ray Stannard Baker published Following the Color Line: American 
Negro Citizenship in the Progressive Era, a groundbreaking study of race relations in the 
United States.  The most searching assessment of interracial tensions written by a white 
social reformer in the 1900s, Following the Color Line revealed how some white liberals, 
especially those in Chicago’s network of social reformers, continued to fixate on the 
racial dimensions of class as the decade wore on.  Worsening racial conflict between 
blacks and whites in urban centers, in particular, catalyzed white liberals’ mounting 
concerns over the problem of race in U.S. society.  In 1906, a race riot in Atlanta, 
Georgia drew national attention to the precarious state of black-white relations, and two 
years later, interracial violence erupted in Springfield, Illinois that focused liberals on 
racial problems and spurred some black and white social reformers to address the issue of 
racial inequity in civic and economic affairs with a new sense of urgency.  The rising 
profile of racial violence, particularly in the urban Midwest, coupled with the growing 
influence of Chicago’s liberal discourse and a renewed emphasis on democracy in liberal 
thought, laid the groundwork for a national discussion of the racial dimensions of class.  
Liberal Chicagoans and social reformers within the Chicago network were key 
participants in this dialogue: their writings and public utterances played a central role in 
focusing the attention of the country, for a time, on racial discrimination and its influence 
on industrial relations and liberal politics.  Ultimately, this public conversation spurred 
some white and black liberals to jointly confront racial injustice by forming new social 
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and political organizations dedicated to protecting African American civil rights.  But 
while this interracial campaign illuminated how some white liberals’ racial attitudes had 
evolved, it also revealed that their newfound responsiveness to race-related issues had not 
permeated the political sphere, as the Progressive Party convention of 1912, held in 
Chicago, reflected in no uncertain terms.  Nor did it unsettle longstanding discriminatory 
attitudes towards blacks held by the majority of white Americans, including many white 
social reformers--even those most preoccupied with the extension of democracy in U.S 
society.  Together these trends helped mold the city of Chicago into a symbol of the 
ambivalence that lay at the core of social democratic thought in America--of how white 
liberals could expand their thinking on class to include its racial dimensions while 
cleaving to racialist assumptions about blacks and offering tepid support for the pursuit of 
racial equality in liberal politics. 
 
Following the Color Line: The Atlanta Race Riot of 1906 and the Liberal Discourse 
of Chicago 
 
On September 22, 1906, a race riot broke out in Atlanta, Georgia that consumed 
the city for four days.  In the hours leading up to the conflict, local press outlets reported 
four attempted assaults by blacks males on white females--Baker’s investigation of the 
riot would reveal that two of these claims were false and two inconclusive--and racial 
tensions in the city boiled over as whites begin indiscriminately attacking blacks in 
downtown Atlanta.1  By evening, a mob of white Atlantans had formed, one comprised 
mostly of working class whites but that also included some from the middle and upper 
classes, and it began assaulting blacks on the streets and in streetcars and destroying 
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African American restaurants, saloons, and barbershops.  With the Atlanta police force 
unable, and often unwilling, to control the mob, Governor Joseph Terrell eventually 
called in the local militia to restore order.  Groups of whites continued to prowl the 
streets, however, and the following evening black residents of the working class African 
American district known as Dark Town repelled groups of marauding whites with 
gunfire.  On Monday, violence reignited in Brownsville, a middle class African American 
suburb and cultural center, when white authorities, fearing retaliatory measures by blacks, 
deployed a contingent of policemen to pacify the district.  As the police officers began to 
arrest armed blacks, a gunfight broke out between Brownsville residents and white 
policemen that left an African American grocer and a white police officer dead.  To 
suppress this latest outbreak of violence, the policemen summoned three companies of 
local militiamen, who proceeded to attack and harass Brownsville residents, arresting 
over two hundred and fifty blacks in the process.  All told, twenty-six people died and 
hundreds more were wounded in the Atlanta riot--and African Americans comprised the 
bulk of the casualties.2 
An anti-black crusade by local white community leaders in the months leading up 
to the riot had readied the grounds for violence.  The white press had reported twelve 
other allegations of black male assault on white females in the previous six months--
Baker’s investigation of the riot would also reveal that only five of these claims had 
actually involved rape or attempted rape--and these charges had brought white fears of a 
black crime wave to a fever pitch and led white community leaders to seek violent 
retribution.3  Racial tensions were further exacerbated by a heated gubernatorial 
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campaign in which Hoke Smith, a litigator and former owner of the Atlanta Journal, had 
vied with Clark Howell, the editor of the Atlanta Constitution, for the Democratic 
nomination.  Smith had won the contest by stoking whites’ fears of black assaults and by 
assuring voters that he would control unruly blacks through disfranchisement or any other 
means necessary.  At the same time, local white prohibitionists, as part of their ongoing 
campaign to ban alcohol in the city, had drawn on the climate of fear over black crime to 
advance the temperance cause, arguing that African Americans were especially 
susceptible to violent and lascivious behavior when inebriated.  In back of all this lay 
social and economic tensions related to the black worker: because of discriminatory 
hiring practices in factories, skilled trades, and clerical work, many black migrants could 
only find work in Atlanta as laborers, menials, or domestics, and unemployment and 
underemployment among blacks ran high.  When jobless African American males 
gathered in poolrooms and saloons, it heightened fears among southern whites that the 
city’s population of idle blacks would fuel the so-called crime wave.  In short, the Atlanta 
riot unleashed racial anxieties that had been festering for months--with devastating 
results.  Not only did unprecedented numbers of black Atlantans die or sustain injuries 
during the riot, some of the worst attacks had come against the city’s most prosperous 
African American residents and businesses.  Approximately 5,000 blacks left Atlanta in 
the aftermath of the riot, and while some later returned, many of the cities’ middle class 
black families did not, instead choosing to migrate northward.  The riot stirred racial 
hatreds that shocked Atlanta and alarmed the nation, and it compelled black and white 
liberals, social reformers, and scholars of race relations to respond.4 
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Baker, for one, focused his intellectual energies on the problem of black-white 
relations in America for the next two years as a result of the riot.  This period marked the 
beginning of Baker’s most concerted effort to be a “maker of understandings” in the 
context of “the Negro problem.”5  The riot, according to Baker, had “alarmed the entire 
country,” and through an investigation of its origins he hoped to shed light on the “deep 
and complex race feeling which exists in this country.”6  On November 1, 1906, he 
arrived in Atlanta to interview local officials and community representatives of both 
races.  Following this initial inquiry, Baker met with other white and black leaders in 
cities across the nation in what became an ongoing effort of nearly two years to ascertain 
the sources of racial antipathy.  He drew on this research to write a series of articles on 
race relations for The American Magazine, a publication that he and other former staffers 
from McClure’s Magazine had recently purchased.7  These pieces vastly expanded the 
purview of Baker’s earlier articles on lynching.  Now he sought to comprehensively 
examine the social and economic relations that obtained between blacks and whites in the 
United States as well as the rise of black and white progressive leaders and the influence 
of black-white relations on liberal politics.  His articles were enormously popular with the 
general public and well-received, in the main, by liberal thinkers from across the nation: a 
number of the issues of the American Magazine sold out, and prominent white and black 
leaders expressed their approval of the series.8  Booker T. Washington, for example, 
opined that Baker’s articles on the South were “in many respects the best and most 
informing that have been written since Olmsted’s famous ‘Journey in the Seaboard Slave 
States,’” and Oswald Garrison Villard, a northeastern liberal and black rights advocate, 
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described Baker’s article on the Atlanta riot as “very successful indeed.”9  President 
Theodore Roosevelt also praised Baker’s work for giving him a “clearer understanding” 
of the riot.10  Even Du Bois commended the articles, though he disagreed with some of 
Baker’s assumptions.11  Based on the outpouring of interest in his research, Baker 
decided to collect the articles in book form, and in 1908 he published Following the 
Color Line.  A landmark in social thought, Baker’s volume provided a national portrait of 
race relations unlike anything yet written by a white social reformer.12 
Following the Color Line retained the investigatory outlook that Baker had 
cultivated in Chicago--and revealed the shifting contours of liberal thought on racial 
matters.  A sincere attempt to bring to light the social and economic conditions that were 
producing large-scale interracial conflicts, Following the Color Line expressed the 
essential pragmatism that lay at the heart of Chicago’s liberal discourse on class.  In the 
text, Baker signaled his willingness to change his views as new evidence came forth, 
acknowledging how the investigator can only “present his latest and clearest thought, 
knowing that newer light and deeper knowledge may modify his conclusions.”13  Also, 
Baker continued to present his social reform agenda as one of moral renovation, not 
structural overhaul, even though he had become much more receptive to the idea of 
extending federal authority as a means of combating corporate power.14  In addition, 
Following the Color Line remained class-centered in outlook: bolstered by his flirtation 
with socialistic ideas in 1906, Baker repeatedly stressed the significance of labor-capital 
relations in fomenting social strife even as he scrutinized with newfound attentiveness the 
relation between racial and economic forms of conflict.  Finally, though Baker discussed 
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a number of northern and southern cities in the text, owing to his desire to create a 
national portrait of race relations, Chicago and its recent strikes remained a touchstone 
for analyzing the country’s racial conditions.15 
Following the Color Line expanded upon the ideas that Baker had introduced in 
his earlier articles on lynching.  Those pieces had established the national contours of 
racial violence, and now Baker self-consciously presented his writing as an effort to 
nationalize the problem of race relations.16  With this volume, Baker was “endeavoring to 
see every problem, not as a Northerner, nor as a Southerner, but as an American.”17  His 
attempt to create a national picture of black-white relations crossed racial as well as 
sectional lines: he incorporated black perspectives into his text along with white ones, 
something that Addams, despite her unwavering commitment to social democracy, had 
not done in her own earlier writing about lynching.18  It was rare indeed for a white 
liberal midwesterner to incorporate black attitudes into social analysis and to puzzle 
through the problem of the color line in print, and though Baker continued to espouse 
some of the most common racial stereotypes about African Americans and to adopt a 
paternalist outlook on black-white relations, his concern for black-white relations was 
genuine.  Baker’s nationalistic approach led him to conclude that the different sections of 
the country were of like spirit, if not law, in their discriminatory stance toward African 
Americans: northerners, southerners, and midwesterners had all contributed to the 
hardening of a national caste system.19  At the same time, Baker found reason for 
optimism about the future of U.S. race relations in the continued growth of black 
enterprises and in the new forms of interracial cooperation between progressive leaders 
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that he believed were emerging in the aftermath of the Atlanta riot.20  These divergent 
strands of thought revealed the deep-seated ambivalence about “the Negro problem” that 
suffused Baker’s nationalism: he believed that black-white relations represented a grave 
and worsening national crisis, one that would require interracial and sectional unity to 
resolve, yet he also maintained that U.S. race relations could be readily improved with 
proper leadership and a greater degree of association between blacks and whites.  
If one hoped to foster greater sympathy between the races, Baker argued, it was 
essential to acknowledge how racial and economic forms of conflict were intertwined.  
Such a perspective represented a wider social vision than had previously obtained for 
white liberals in Chicago’s reform network, who had continued to prioritize the economic 
dimensions of class in the first half of the decade.  Interracial violence, Baker explained, 
contained two main elements: racial prejudice and economic competition.21  He wrote: 
“The profoundest question, indeed, is to decide how much of the so-called problem is due 
to race repulsion and how much to economic competition.”22  Baker believed that whites 
in the industrial North tended to focus on the economic features of racial strife and to 
undervalue the role of prejudice, while southern whites, preoccupied with the social 
aspects of racism, underestimated the role of economic competition in fostering antipathy 
between the races.  As he had in his earlier articles, Baker maintained that economic 
competition between working class whites and blacks--tenant farmers and laborers in the 
South, industrial workers in the North and Midwest--was chiefly responsible for 
deteriorating race relations across the country.23  “The struggle of the races is becoming 
more and more rapidly economic,” Baker declared.  In his view, labor clashes between 
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competing black and white workers or between white employers and black laborers were 
responsible for racial discord on both sides of the Mason-Dixon line.24  Even informal 
black boycotts of Jim Crow establishments exhibited the collective consciousness of a 
labor strike.25  Still, though Baker portrayed racial strife as a byproduct of economic 
conflict, he also recognized that causality ran in the opposite direction, i.e. that white 
racial attitudes had fostered an economic system that sustained a racial hierarchy in 
American society.  He described how southern white employers kept African Americans 
in a position of social and economic servitude through inequitable contractual 
arrangements or by “standing” for arrested blacks in court in order to procure their labor, 
and he also observed that the convict lease system filled state coffers while providing a 
steady stream of cheap black labor to business contractors.26  Baker’s new attentiveness 
to how economic relations worked against the advance of African Americans, however, 
did not alter his belief that lower class workers of both races, not white racism or the 
economic system itself, were still primarily responsible for racial strife, and that race 
relations, in the main, were a function of economic tensions--not the reverse. 
Chicago remained an emblem of the U.S. racial and economic status quo in 
Following the Color Line.  The city illuminated the racial dimensions of class: how 
conflicts between labor and capital fostered racial animosities and how racial prejudice, 
in turn, could be used to exacerbate economic divisions between workingmen and 
between corporate employers and laborers.  Baker wrote: “The feeling among union 
labour men has undoubtedly been growing more intense in the last few years owing to the 
common use of Negroes as strike breakers.  With a few thousand Negroes the employers 
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broke the great stockyards strike in Chicago in 1904, and the teamsters’ strike the 
following year.  Colour prejudice is used like any other weapon for strengthening the 
monopoly of the labour union…They use prejudice as a competitive fighting weapon.”27  
Especially noteworthy was Baker’s emphasis on the role of organized labor in fomenting 
racial discord.  This perspective jibed with his broader claim that working class 
antagonism was to blame for racial conflict, and it appeared to ignore the corporate 
practice of employing black strikebreakers, a tactic that clearly played upon racial 
divisions in order to disrupt labor strikes.  Baker also gestured toward Chicago to 
illustrate how some middle class blacks in northern cities sought to demonstrate their 
fitness for full civil rights by drawing rigid social distinctions between themselves and 
poorer, less educated southern black migrants.  Since this social process was happening 
in Chicago, “where there is nothing old,” and not solely in cities with well-established 
black communities, it confirmed the trend, in Baker’s mind, as a legitimately national 
one.28  In Following the Color Line, Chicago remained an ambivalent symbol of 
democracy--a place where white trade unionists advanced working class interests by 
discriminating against black laborers and where some middle class African Americans 
fought for their civil rights by reinforcing a black social hierarchy that went against the 
grain of social democratic advance. 
If Baker’s discussion of the racial dimensions of class, bolstered by the specter of 
Chicago, broke new ground for liberal thought, his reliance on white stereotypes about 
blacks only reinforced the prevailing discriminatory attitudes held by the majority of 
white Americans.  For example, Baker uncritically adopted a white southern social 
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framework for blacks that assigned African Americans to one of two categories--
“worthless Negroes” and “industrious, self-respecting Negroes.”29  Hence Following the 
Color Line endorsed a social vision that many southern whites had promoted in order to 
justify their continued oppression of blacks, particularly those that fell into the so-called 
“worthless” category.  Baker also embraced the linear historicist viewpoint that whites 
and blacks represented “advanced” and “backward” races, respectively.30  Furthermore, 
he continued to insist that racial strife was “a white man’s problem” because whites 
controlled the country’s legal, economic, and political institutions, thereby making the 
African American the “helpless ward” of white society.31  This paternalist outlook 
revealed a fundamental incongruity within Baker’s thought: he awarded blacks no agency 
in social, economic, or political affairs--Baker was unable, for example, to view it as an 
act of independence when unemployed blacks refused to take jobs as laborers--yet he 
appealed to blacks to pursue social uplift through individual initiative and dutiful labor.32  
His prescription for racial reform was founded on a contradiction: blacks were personally 
responsible for advancing themselves in American society, but only white initiative could 
spur black progress. 
 Riddled with such inconsistencies, Following the Color Line simultaneously 
fortified and challenged the racial status quo.  It redefined the boundaries of white liberal 
thought on black-white relations even as it revealed how discriminatory attitudes towards 
blacks remained deeply entrenched among white liberals and social reformers in the 
urban North and Midwest.  It illuminated the new centrality of race to liberal ideology yet 
it also exposed the deep-seated ambivalence that underlay the white liberal outlook on 
	   276	  
black social advance.  Baker established that racial prejudice was fundamentally linked to 
economic relations, and this represented a broader conception of class, one that pushed 
white liberals to incorporate a racial dimension into their thinking on labor-capital 
relations.  But Baker’s work also illustrated the conceptual limitations of developing a 
racially informed perspective through the prism of economic conflict: it encouraged 
white liberals to soft-pedal the degree to which racism shaped American culture.  If 
Baker could tie racial discrimination to economic relations, he could not extend his vision 
to the Du Boisian horizon where racial prejudice became a driving force in the social and 
economic affairs of U.S. society.  And though Baker had pointed up how working class 
antagonism spurred racial conflict, he had also overlooked how middle and upper class 
white elites had fostered racial antagonism and how some racially motivated attacks had 
focused on middle class black businesses that competed with white concerns.33  It was 
ironic that Baker blamed economic competition between poorer whites and blacks for 
racial strife given that his own white, middle class racialist assumptions were on display 
in his book.  Still, if Following the Color Line represented an apology for the racial 
attitudes of middle and upper class whites, it was also more than that.34  In his search for 
the color line, Baker had revealed both its unsettled nature and the ideological 
contradictions that sustained it: how white southerners maligned the African American 
race but esteemed their black servants, how white southern men simultaneously decried 
and practiced miscegenation, how the country’s mulatto population undermined the 
“fixed” racial categories of white supremacist ideology.  Perhaps the most striking 
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contribution of Following the Color Line, in the end, was that Baker could not make out 
where the color line began and where it ended.35 
Baker’s struggle to reconcile philosophies of individualism and collective social 
action in Following the Color Line represented another key source of ambivalence in the 
text that mirrored the drift of modern liberal thought.  His discussions of Du Bois and 
Washington embodied this tension--and resolved it.  He praised both men, but he 
endorsed Washington’s program.36  While Baker could recognize the systemic sources of 
racism that Du Bois had described so eloquently in The Souls of Black Folk, he joined 
Washington in highlighting the role of the individual in uplifting the black race.  
Whenever Baker gestured toward social or state action on behalf of addressing racial 
inequities, he followed it with a reminder about the importance of self-cultivation.  
Baker’s final deferral to Washington came in his reluctance to rely on legal prescriptions 
for racial advance.  “The XV Amendment to the Constitution could not really enfranchise 
the Negro slaves,” wrote Baker.  “Men must enfranchise themselves.”37  Also, when 
Baker decided to include his earlier articles on lynching in Following the Color Line, he 
edited out the section where he had argued that lynching represented a breakdown of law.  
If this shift aligned him more closely with Washington, though, it also reflected how 
Baker had come to perceive white racism as a much more serious and intractable social 
issue, one for which no easy panacea existed--including legal reform.  Put another way, 
Baker still viewed racial inequality as less a structural than a moral problem, a viewpoint 
consistent with the investigatory outlook of Chicago-based liberalism.  In sum, he 
showed little enthusiasm for expanding federal authority in order to protect black civil 
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rights despite his willingness to use state power to restrain monopoly, and this posture 
reflected the ambivalent stance of many northern and midwestern white liberals on the 
question of whether racial strife should be understand in individualistic or social terms--
and thus whether it required a personal or a public, i.e. state, solution. 
Following the Color Line revealed one other ideological struggle for Baker that 
mirrored the broader climate of U.S. liberalism: uncertainty over the direction of 
American democracy.38  He warned ominously--and prophetically--of how “in every 
important Northern city, a distinct race-problem already exists, which must, in a few 
years, assume serious proportions.”39  Also, he accepted state voting restrictions on 
uneducated blacks even as he proclaimed the universal right of suffrage, admonishing 
whites that “if the white man is not willing to meet the Negro in any contest whatsoever 
without plugging the dice, then he is not the superior but the inferior of the Negro.”40  He 
further maintained that southern segregation laws should not be disturbed in the current 
climate of violence--a position that echoed Du Bois’ perspective in the aftermath of the 
Atlanta riot.41  Yet Baker also observed that the democratic spirit had “crossed the color 
line irrespective of laws or conventions,” and he aligned the movement for black equality 
with the broader national campaign of the “underman” for parity in political, industrial, 
and civil affairs.42  Equating the economic and educational ambitions of blacks with those 
of white immigrants such as Irishmen or Italians, Baker incorporated African Americans 
into his vision of a democratizing liberal society, and this represented a broader social 
outlook, one that situated blacks within the ranks of the rising classes and held out the 
possibility of their continued advance.43  Baker remained uncertain of “how far Negroes 
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can go towards real democratic citizenship,” but he believed that only greater association 
among men could lead to “true Democracy.”44  By discussing black advances in the 
context of broader democratic trends, by nationalizing the problem of race relations, and 
by illuminating how racial and economic imperatives worked together to foment racial 
discord, Baker’s work, in the final analysis, advanced liberal thought on racial matters. 
When Baker invoked the ideal of democratic social relations, he both reinforced 
the investigatory outlook of liberal Chicagoans and brought this perspective directly to 
bear on the problem of black-white relations.  In January 1907, for example, Jane 
Addams had published her second book, Newer Ideals for Peace, in which she had 
argued that society must replace older, static humanitarian principles grounded in pity 
and prudence with the more dynamic ideal of democratic association in order to bring 
about social and industrial harmony.  Addams, too, had drawn on the example of 
Chicago’s recent meatpacking and teamsters’ strikes to illustrate how labor-capital 
conflicts produced racial strife, particularly when employers made use of black 
strikebreakers, and to reaffirm her commitment to advancing both racial and economic 
forms of equality.  To ameliorate these social tensions, she had encouraged citizens to 
forge democratic links across racial lines in the course of their everyday lives: “These 
subtler problems which confront the modern cosmopolitan city, the problems of race 
antagonisms and economic adjustments, must be settled by a more searching and genuine 
method than mere prowess can possibly afford,” wrote Addams.  “The first step toward 
their real solution must be made upon a past experience common to the citizens as a 
whole and connected with their daily living.  As moral problems become more and more 
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associated with our civic and industrial organizations, the demand for enlarged activity is 
more exigent.”45  Once again, with Chicago as her backdrop, Addams had rooted social 
ethical advance in the growth of cross-class democratic relations, this time in the context 
of escalating racial tensions between blacks and whites and between different groups of 
working class white immigrants.  The key point, for Addams, was that the extension of 
social democracy preceded the formation of new civic institutions; it did not follow them.  
Though Addams made clear in Newer Ideals of Peace that she looked on the state as a 
positive agent of societal advance, she continued to place the social ethical cart before the 
institutional horse in her analyses of racial and economic relations.  Baker had followed a 
similar line of thinking in Following the Color Line, and in the process he had made 
explicit one of the central tensions of liberal thought: how some white liberals drew on 
the ideal of democratic association to support racial advance and yet remained unwilling 
to use federal power to secure black civil rights.46 
While Baker and Addams reacted to the rise in large-scale interracial urban 
conflicts by seeking to ameliorate racial tensions through association, black liberal 
Chicagoans and social reformers in the broader national discourse took a very different 
lesson from these events: that white liberals must be confronted over their 
misconceptions about African Americans and that federal protection of black civil rights 
must be prioritized above all other social democratic goals.  The Atlanta riot stirred 
Wells-Barnett, for example, to expose, yet again, how many white liberals endorsed a 
racial ideology that relied upon false accusations of black-on-white assault in order to 
justify violence against African Americans.  During a discussion of the riot conducted by 
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the Frederick Douglass Women’s Club, Mrs. Mary Redfield Plummer, the white 
president of the organization, implored the club’s black constituency, which included 
Wells-Barnett, to “drive the criminals out from among you.”47  Stunned by Plummer’s 
remark, Wells-Barnett chastised her for accepting the specious reasoning that black crime 
caused such riots.  For Wells-Barnett, this exchange with Plummer, with whom she had 
regularly collaborated on behalf of the club, provided another example of how white 
social reformers could cling to racially discriminatory attitudes despite their professed 
interest in interracial association and democratic reform.  It also demonstrated how some 
white reformers readily dismissed African-American testimony on black-white relations, 
since Wells-Barnett, of course, had labored for years to dispel the very assumption that 
lay in back of Plummer’s advice: that white-on-black violence punished black crime.48 
For Du Bois, a Brownsville resident, the Atlanta riot cut especially deeply, and it 
led him to reconsider his approach to the pursuit of racial reform.  Traveling in Alabama 
when hostilities broke out, Du Bois returned home at once, and on the journey back he 
penned “A Litany at Atlanta,” a poignant lament for the innocent black victims of white 
violence.49  This poem made plain that Du Bois viewed the Atlanta riot as nothing less 
than the death knell of Washingtonian economic individualism, which had promoted 
black industry as a means for racial uplift.  The riot, Du Bois declared, represented a 
vicious attack by whites on African American labor and enterprise under the auspices of 
retribution for black-on-white violence: “All this was to sate the greed of greedy men 
who hide behind the veil of vengeance!”50  This eruption of white hatred toward rising 
blacks had left the respectable black worker--and Washington’s program by implication--
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a “maimed and broken thing.”51  But if Du Bois’ was convinced beyond all doubt of the 
unfitness of Washington’s racial agenda, he remained uncertain, even despondent, about 
where and how to seek redress for racial inequity: “Whither?  North is greed and South is 
blood; within, the coward, and without the liar.  Whither?  To death?”52  The Atlanta riot 
both reinforced and unmoored Du Bois’ assumptions about black social advance, and as a 
result of that violent episode, he came to acknowledge the limits of the Niagara 
Movement’s reform model, which had relied upon elite black leadership and grassroots 
organizing at the local level.  Now, Du Bois believed, only the full extension of black 
civil rights could secure economic advance for African Americans and only federal 
authority could protect such rights.  Furthermore, it would take the combined strength of 
all blacks to compel the nation to act on their behalf.  Soon Du Bois was expressing his 
renewed commitment to African American civil rights and to state solutions for racial 
injustice by demanding the ballot for disfranchised blacks, federal funding for southern 
public schools, and the reapportionment of congressional representatives in states that 
prevented blacks from voting.53 
Still, if Du Bois had drawn very different conclusions than Baker or Addams 
about the role of the state in bringing about racial equality, he viewed their social reform 
endeavors as complementary to his own.  In The Horizon: A Journal of the Color Line, an 
organ of the Niagara Movement edited by Du Bois, he recommended Newer Ideals of 
Peace to his readers and warmly remembered the “cosmopolitan catholicity” of Hull 
House, where he had been invited to lecture in honor of Lincoln’s birthday in February 
1907.54  With regard to Baker’s investigation of black-white relations, Du Bois initially 
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greeted the undertaking with skepticism, fearing it would prove to be as “superficial” as 
Baker’s earlier pieces on lynching.55  During his correspondence with Baker about the 
project, Du Bois expressed concern that Baker’s depiction of black crime would further 
negative stereotypes, and he offered editorial suggestions, some of which Baker had 
accepted.56  In January 1907, Du Bois participated in a Baker-moderated discussion of 
racial problems and solutions with Cary Breckenridge Wilmer, a white southern 
clergyman and local community leader in Atlanta.  Although this conversation did little 
to bridge the profoundly different viewpoints of Du Bois and Wilmer (Wilmer was a 
devotee of Washington’s agenda), it represented the first time that either Du Bois or 
Wilmer had discussed black-white relations face-to-face with a member of the other race, 
and it reflected Baker’s conviction that race relations could be improved through a 
greater degree of association between middle and upper class blacks and whites.57  
Though Du Bois did not agree with Baker that interracial reconstruction efforts in post-
riot Atlanta signaled racial progress, he was still won over to Baker’s project, offering 
“unstinted praise” for one of his articles, which Du Bois called “a strong honest statement 
by a man whose heart is right and whose head is level.”58  If Du Bois took Baker for an 
earnest, naïve northerner who was unaware of the realities of white southern racism, he 
also believed Baker’s investigation worked for, and not against, the advance of the black 
race.59  This was especially noteworthy given that a comparison of Following the Color 
Line and The Souls of Black Folk revealed very different mindsets about the problem of 
race relations: where Baker was ameliorative, optimistic, and focused on self-cultivation, 
Du Bois was agitational, pessimistic, and socially-minded.  While Baker wanted to 
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balance the exploitative tendencies of landlord against the “improvidence” of some 
blacks, Du Bois rejected the notion of black improvidence and stressed how the economic 
system fostered a climate of racial oppression.60  And while Baker believed that labor-
capital tensions were the ultimate source of racial strife, Du Bois viewed industrial 
relations as a function of social racism.  Despite these fundamental differences, Du Bois 
thought of Baker as a social reformer with similar objectives, if not prescriptions, with 
regard to improving black-white relations--and thus as a potential ally.   
Ultimately, the dynamic that unfolded between Baker and Du Bois during this 
period foreshadowed the evolving relations of white and black liberals in their pursuit of 
racial reform.  In the wake of Atlanta, prominent black and white social reformers began 
to lay the groundwork for future joint endeavors on behalf of black civil rights based on 
their shared recognition that race relations in the U.S. constituted a crisis of national 
proportions.  Baker’s investigation prefigured how white liberals from the North and 
Midwest, particularly those in the Chicago reform network, would play a key role in 
advancing and arbitrating this discussion at the national level.  Black liberals, meanwhile, 
viewed the prospect of an alliance with white liberals on racial matters with considerable 
skepticism but ultimately accepted it in the hopes that a new interracial coalition would 
generate momentum toward their penultimate goal of racial equality.  African American 
leaders like Du Bois and Wells-Barnett knew that black social reformers increased their 
odds of generating a mass movement on behalf of African American civil rights if they 
allied with prominent white liberals, but they remained perpetually mindful of the 
ideological dangers of interracial cooperation: that an uncompromising, Du Boisian 
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vision of racial reform would be eclipsed by a delimited white one that fell short of 
guaranteeing full civil and political rights for blacks and that perpetuated racialist 
assumptions about African Americans--precisely Baker’s outlook in Following the Color 
Line.61 
 
“Under the Shadow of Abraham Lincoln’s Tomb”: Liberal Chicagoans, the 
Springfield Race Riot of 1908, and the Birth of the National Association for the 
Advancement of Colored People 
 
Baker’s forecast of racial turmoil in the urban North and Midwest proved all too 
accurate.  In August 1908, another large-scale race riot erupted between blacks and 
whites, this time in the city of Springfield, Illinois.  A midsized state capital of 
approximately 50,000 residents, Springfield relied on mining, manufacturing, and 
transportation for its local economy, and it contained a higher percentage of African 
Americans residents in comparison to other Illinois cities along with a small but growing 
black middle class.62  As with the Atlanta riot, white fears of black assault triggered the 
violence: a white woman reported that a black man had attacked her in her bedroom on 
the evening of August 13, and the next morning, encouraged by the police, she identified 
a local black hod carrier as the culprit.  Five weeks earlier, a sixteen-year-old white 
teenager had made a similar accusation, claiming that an intruder had entered her 
bedroom, and local authorities had arrested a young black transient from Alabama found 
sleeping in the vicinity of the crime.  When local press outlets announced the news of the 
second alleged assault on August 14, hundreds of angry white residents began to gather 
outside of the jail where the two black suspects were incarcerated, and the assembly grew 
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murderous in tone as the day wore on.  Fearing bloodshed, the sheriff secretly relocated 
the prisoners to nearby Bloomington, Illinois, and when the crowd learned this news, it 
unleashed its anger on downtown Springfield.  First, the mob decimated the restaurant of 
the white man who had driven the black prisoners to safety, and then it began attacking 
black citizens and destroying African American enterprises and residences in the Levee, a 
black district with a reputation for crime and violence.63  Local militiamen and police 
officers were unable to repel the crowd, which now numbered around 5,000, and 
observers later reported that some patrolmen had observed the riot with indifference.64  
At one point, armed blacks fired on the mob in an attempt to halt its advance, but the 
white rioters overpowered them and continued on to raze other black residential districts.  
Later in the evening, the mob lynched and mutilated a black man who had attempted to 
defend his home by firing buckshot into the advancing rioters.  When reinforcements 
from the state militia finally arrived, they managed to disperse the mob, but by then large 
stretches of the eastern end of the city were on fire.  Militiamen temporarily restored 
order, but the next evening white rioters tried to attack black refugees under military 
protection at the State Arsenal, and later a group of whites lynched an elderly black 
shoemaker who had married a white woman.  Four whites and two blacks died during the 
riot and hundreds more were injured, and the property losses for African Americans 
totaled a staggering $120,000.  Even after the riot subsided, some white residents 
continued to strike out at the black community.  Many employers and local merchants 
received anonymous letters demanding that they sever all relations with African 
Americans, and some of these businessmen, faced with the threat of arson, complied.65  It 
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added insult to injury when Springfield juries refused to convict the majority of the white 
rioters facing charges.  As for the two charges of black-on-white assault that had set off 
the riot, one claim was never conclusively proven--a jury convicted and hanged the 
suspect based on circumstantial evidence--and the other claim was invalidated when the 
accuser admitted her assailant had been white.66 
At the heart of the Springfield riot lay two main social currents: white hostility to 
perceived violations of place by African Americans and white anxieties over black 
crime.67  Black renters and African American businesses had recently begun to move into 
downtown Springfield, and this shift in the social landscape had raised the profile of the 
city’s black population.68  It had meant greater visibility, too, for black participants in 
local politics: African American political leaders had used Levee saloons for 
headquarters, and it had become more conspicuous when blacks voted in elections or 
benefitted from patronage positions located downtown.69  These trends were particularly 
threatening to working class whites because it was their social status that was most likely 
to be challenged as black residents rose in the ranks of Springfield society.  Working 
class whites, in fact, had comprised the majority of the rioters, and they had attacked 
symbols of black advance such as African American businesses, political hubs, and 
residences.70  In particular, they had targeted affluent blacks--those who had risen above 
their so-called place.  According to the writer William English Walling, who investigated 
the riot, numerous white Springfield residents had explained the origins of the violence in 
these terms: “the niggers came to think they were as good as we are!”71  In one sense, 
then, the Springfield riot, like the Atlanta riot, represented an attack on black social and 
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economic progress by working class whites.  However, white citizens more secure in 
their social distance from blacks, i.e. upper class elites, offered a different explanation for 
the riot: they portrayed it as a white reaction against black crime, and later, to counter the 
perception that the riot was born of white racism, they blamed general “hooliganism” for 
the conflict.  The Illinois State Journal of Springfield captured this perspective when it 
offered the following account of the riot: “It was not the fact of the whites’ hatred toward 
the negroes, but of the negroes’ own misconduct, general inferiority or unfitness for free 
institutions that were at fault.”72  By insisting that racial hatred had played little role in 
the riot, despite all evidence to the contrary, local white community leaders along with 
white observers from across the nation offered tangible proof of Baker’s claim that 
northerners and midwesterners refused to acknowledge the prejudicial component of 
racial violence.73 
Even though many middle and upper class whites in the North and Midwest 
refuted the notion that a race riot had erupted in Springfield, some black and white 
Americans believed that the conflict held disturbing implications for the state of race 
relations in the country.  One contributor to the Chicago Record Herald opined, “The 
conditions in Springfield are not peculiar to that city.  Almost every like community in 
the country is face to face with just the same possibilities.  A mob may form in an 
hour.”74  According to some observers, the riot had exposed what many whites in the 
North and Midwest were loath to admit: northern and midwestern race relations were just 
as tenuous as southern ones despite the fact that blacks could vote in the North and 
Midwest and that de jure segregation did not exist in those regions.  A few white liberals 
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condemned the riot as an act of racial hatred and argued that it reflected upon the entire 
nation: liberal Chicagoan and Frederick Douglass Women’s Club founder Celia Parker 
Woolley, for one, maintained that the riot had illuminated a national mentality of racial 
prejudice, one held by all classes of white citizen.75  Southern pundits, meanwhile, 
pointed out with barely hidden glee that interracial conflict was clearly an American, and 
not a southern, problem.76  It only amplified the national connotations of the Springfield 
riot when its social currents appeared to ripple out through the region: citizens in St. 
Louis, Chicago, Evansville, Indiana, and smaller locales in Illinois invoked the recent 
events in Springfield to threaten African American residents.  Also, in black communities 
around the country, some middle class African Americans took the Washingtonian 
position that lower class black delinquency had caused the riot, and they formed law-and-
order leagues to combat black crime.77  In Chicago, the Rev. H.E. Steward of the 
Institutional church took this a step further by suggesting that the city’s newly formed 
“Lincoln Law and Order League” serve as the foundation for a national organization 
dedicated to maintaining law-and-order in African American communities.78  All of these 
social dynamics contributed to the perception that the Springfield riot reflected the 
precarious state of race relations in the nation. 
 Perhaps the most important factor in the transformation of the Springfield riot into 
a national symbol of black-white relations had to do with its unique location: it had 
occurred in the home city and burial site of former President Abraham Lincoln.  This 
became a recurring theme in public discussion of the riot.  The St. Louis Post-Dispatch, 
for example, described the riot in these terms: “It was one of the worst…race riots that 
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ever disgraced the country, and the disgrace is the more humiliating in that the outrages 
were perpetrated under the very shadow of Lincoln’s tomb.”79  Liberal Chicagoans and 
prominent national social reformers were especially disturbed by the fact that interracial 
violence had broken out in the hometown of the president associated with the abolition of 
slavery.  Wells-Barnett, for example, invoked Lincoln’s memory in her discussions of 
Springfield and of rising violence in the North and Midwest, and she never lost sight of 
the fact that the riot had happened “under the shadow of Abraham Lincoln’s tomb.”80  
Also, Walling repeatedly referred to “Lincoln’s home” in his influential editorial on the 
riot, “The Race War in the North,” and at the start of the article he quoted the following 
cry, overhead among some white rioters: “Lincoln freed you, we’ll show you where you 
belong.”81  For both white and black social reformers, it carried a powerful cultural 
charge that whites had lynched African Americans and destroyed black neighborhoods in 
Lincoln’s home city.  It illuminated how the spirit of the Great Emancipator, long revered 
by many black and white liberals, had all but vanished, and, consequently, that American 
society had failed to advance along liberal and democratic lines.  More than anything, 
Lincoln’s ghostly presence in the public discourse on the riot called attention to the 
perpetual indifference that white liberals had displayed toward the cause of racial 
equality.  The Springfield riot pointed up how liberalism had failed to carry on the 
abolitionist tradition and to retain the democratic gains of the post-Civil War era, when 
Congress had adopted the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments to the Constitution in 
order to guarantee due process and equal protection under the law for African Americans 
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and the suffrage for black men.  In sum, for both white and black liberals, the Springfield 
riot symbolized the vanquished spirit of racial liberalism.82 
With the specter of Lincoln hovering in the background, the Springfield riot 
roused liberal Chicagoans to pursue new forms of organization on behalf of black civil 
rights.  For Wells-Barnett, the riot not only confirmed that northern race relations were on 
a par with black-white relations in the South, it served as a painful reminder that blacks 
had failed to organize in a way that could protect African American rights or arouse 
public sympathy for white-on-black violence.83  Two days after the riot, the Chicago 
Tribune reported that Wells-Barnett and her husband had “expressed themselves 
forcefully” about the riot, calling for the strict application of law to the rioters.84  
Ferdinand Barnett, now an assistant state’s attorney, expressed their position in blunt 
terms: “The Springfield lynching is race prejudice expressed in barbarism.”85  To Wells-
Barnett and her husband, the riot baldy reflected white racism, and as a result they 
viewed the Springfield riot as a national litmus test for whether or not public sympathy 
and the rule of law could be brought to bear on racial injustice.  Disturbed by the 
complacency of black Chicagoans in the face of such racial antipathy, Wells-Barnett 
challenged her men’s Bible study class to act, and together they founded the Negro 
Fellowship League to create a forum for discussing important racial issues.  In addition, 
Wells-Barnett helped to establish the Negro Fellowship League Reading Room and 
Social Center, which offered support to young black migrants by providing them with 
reading materials, lodging, and training in social services. Wells-Barnett thought of this 
community center as a “Hull House for our people on the South Side,” and, similar to 
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Hull House’s class-bridging model, Wells-Barnett brought in middle class African 
Americans to work with poorer, less educated blacks.86  These local undertakings 
expressed Wells-Barnett’s desire to form new organizations that would raise awareness 
about racial inequity, support young black migrants in gaining a foothold in Chicago, and 
develop social links between different classes of African Americans.  Though the center 
clearly aimed to reach a different racial demographic than Hull House, it nonetheless 
illuminated how the social philosophies of Wells-Barnett and Addams continued to 
overlap in key respects--and how Addams and Hull House continued to influence the 
social democratic thought of liberal Chicagoans, black and white. 
The most influential response to the Springfield riot came from Walling, an 
author and social reformer whose outlook, like that of Wells-Barnett, had been shaped by 
Chicago’s liberal discourse.  Walling’s democratic idealism had been nurtured in the 
classrooms and factories of Chicago: after earning his B.S. from the University of 
Chicago in 1897, he had enrolled in the graduate school in 1899 to study economics and 
sociology with Thorstein Veblen.  While pursuing his graduate studies, Walling had 
resided for an extended period at Hull House, where he had experienced Addams’ class-
bridging democratic social activism firsthand.  In addition, he had taken up the Illinois 
factory inspector position formerly held by Florence Kelley, and this post had further 
acquainted him with the realities of working conditions in industrial Chicago while 
nurturing a social outlook that prioritized the grievances of the working class.  In 1902, 
Walling had moved to New York City to pursue writing and social work, and his 
deepening commitment to the labor movement had led him to establish the Women’s 
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Trade Union League with former Hull House resident Mary Kenney O’Sullivan in 
1903.87  Though Walling ultimately embraced socialism, his class-based viewpoint, like 
that of fellow socialist Upton Sinclair, had nonetheless been shaped in dialogue with the 
liberal discourse of the city, and he continued to be a regular visitor to Chicago and to 
Hull House.  He had been visiting the city, in fact, when the Springfield riot broke out, 
and he immediately boarded a train to Springfield to investigate the conflict.  An ardent 
defender of black rights, Walling was mortified by the racial antipathy he discovered in 
Springfield.  One month later, he published “The Race War in the North” in The 
Independent, and this article represented the strongest statement to date by a white social 
reformer on black-white relations.88 
In his analysis of the Springfield riot, Walling built upon the social critiques that 
liberal Chicagoans had been developing throughout the 1900s.  By equating the 
discriminatory attitudes of white northerners and midwesterners with those of the South, 
Walling, too, stressed the national scope of racial problems in the country, and in so 
doing he made plain what few white social reformers were willing to acknowledge: racial 
antipathy was the source of the Springfield riot.  Walling declared, “We have closed our 
eyes to the whole awful and menacing truth--that a large part of the white population of 
Lincoln’s home, supported largely by the farmers and miners of the neighboring towns, 
have initiated a permanent warfare with the negro race.”89  Walling also highlighted the 
racial dimensions of class in his analysis of riot, warning of how whites would strengthen 
their control over economic relations in the city and solidify a caste system if white 
racism was left unchecked.  Walling wrote: “If the white laborers get the negro laborers’ 
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jobs….if white shopkeepers and saloonkeepers get their colored rivals’ trade…if white 
miners can force their negro fellow-workers out and get their positions by closing the 
mines, then every community indulging in an outburst of race hatred will be assured of a 
great and certain financial reward, and all the lies, ignorance and brutality on which race 
hatred is based will spread over the land.”90  In building upon liberal Chicagoans’ 
analyses of the racial dimensions of class, Walling had taken the position that black 
reformers like Du Bois and Wells-Barnett had maintained for years and that white 
liberals like Baker and Addams had been reluctant to adopt: white racism fostered 
economic relations in America that sustained the racial hegemony of whites.  Walling 
also echoed Wells-Barnett when he rejected the idea that black-on-white crime had 
caused the riot.  Fearing that the racial dynamics of Springfield would spread across the 
nation, Walling called for Americans to “treat the negro on a plane of absolute political 
and social equality” and for concerned citizens to join forces in defense of democracy.91  
Walling’s article spurred some white liberals to organize on behalf of racial 
equality.  In January 1909, Walling met with settlement workers Mary White Ovington 
and Dr. Henry Moscowitz in New York City and began to draw up plans for a national 
organization dedicated to defending African Americans civil rights.  Despite his socialist 
agenda, Walling willingly partnered with liberal leaders in this work: he believed that 
social reformers needed to pursue racial justice as a project distinct from working class 
activism, particularly because labor movement racism continued to impede the pursuit of 
black rights.92  Other prominent reformers in New York City joined the fledgling 
movement for racial reform, including white activists like Oswald Garrison Villard and 
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Florence Kelley and black religious leaders such as the Rev. William Henry Brooks and 
Bishop Alexander Walters, founder of the Afro-American League.  Villard, who had 
proposed a similar organization after the Atlanta riot, played a leading role in crafting a 
manifesto--to be circulated on Lincoln’s birthday--for the nascent interracial association.  
On February 12, 1909, the group published their “Call to Discuss Means for Securing an 
Political and Civil Equality for the Negro” in the New York Evening Post, and press 
outlets across the country reprinted sections of the document.93  In their appeal to the 
country, these social activists proclaimed that the ongoing oppression of blacks through 
disfranchisement, Jim Crow laws, and violence reflected a national failure to safeguard 
the democratic tradition of Lincoln, and they called for “all the believers in democracy” 
to gather in conference and to renew the struggle for black civil rights.94  Sixty prominent 
social reformers affixed their signatures to this public document, including such well-
known liberals in the Chicago network as Wells-Barnett, Addams, Baker, Dewey, 
Walling, and Kelley.95 
The city of Chicago, meanwhile, raised the profile of Lincoln’s commitment to 
racial liberalism through its Lincoln Centenary celebration.  The one-hundredth birthday 
of Lincoln occasioned a national fête in honor of the former president, and Chicago’s 
celebration was the grandest of them all, featuring over a week of orations, parades, 
banquets, and memorial services.  Hull House sponsored several of these memorials, and 
Addams gave lectures on Lincoln throughout the week, including an address at the 
Abraham Lincoln Center on the topic of Lincoln’s fraternalism during which she stressed 
his sacred devotion to the law.96  In addition, Addams headed a committee, on which 
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Wells-Barnett sat, that organized a special celebration at Orchestra Hall on February 12, 
1909, and this event featured an address by Du Bois and an African American chorus 
performing Negro spirituals.  Some orators such as Unitarian minister Jenkin Lloyd Jones 
highlighted Lincoln’s role in bringing about black emancipation, and newspapers 
accounts of the week’s activities included numerous references to “the Great 
Emancipator.”  Furthermore, when national press outlets reported on the “Call,” they 
featured Addams and Wells-Barnett’s names at the very top of the list of those reformers 
pledged to the cause.97  All of these social currents situated Chicago at the center of the 
cultural recovery of Lincoln’s racial liberalism and laid additional ideological 
groundwork for a new interracial national organization dedicated to protecting black civil 
rights.98 
The growing liberal movement for racial reform took concrete form on May 31, 
1909, when prominent black and white social reformers responded to “the Call” by 
convening the National Negro Conference in New York City.  Out of this conference 
emerged the first permanent organization dedicated to black civil rights, the National 
Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), and a new liberal 
consensus regarding “the Negro problem.”  No longer, agreed these liberals, could the 
problem of race relations be disentangled from the labor question or other pressing social 
issues.  In the words of Du Bois, a “laissez-faire” approach to race relations would no 
longer suffice.99  During the conference, some white liberals who had remained silent on 
the problem of racial discrimination in the 1900s addressed the topic with newfound 
candor.  In John Dewey’s address to the gathering, for example, he rejected a biological 
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explanation of racial superiority and framed his own functionalist theory of social ethics 
in explicitly racial terms for the first time, arguing that society had a moral obligation to 
cultivate the social conditions for self-development for all races.100 
In their conference addresses on behalf of black civil rights, white and black 
speakers laid special emphasis on the racial dimensions of class.  Du Bois, for example, 
argued that the denial of civil rights to African Americans retarded their economic 
development because it fostered racial prejudice among white workers who refused to 
compete with black workers whom they viewed as inferior.  When whites used their 
political and legal power to enforce racial discrimination in the industrial realm, Du Bois 
reasoned, it forced blacks to work for lower wages or to serve as strikebreakers in order 
to compete with white workers, which only generated more racial antipathy.  Du Bois 
concluded that this cycle of race hatred could only be broken when society recognized 
how economic gains for blacks depended upon the provision of equal civil rights.101  
Walling, too, highlighted the racial dimensions of labor conflict, arguing that working 
class emancipation in the South depended entirely on the advance of racial equality.  
According to Walling, it was only when white southern workingmen recognized that their 
economic interests overlapped with those of black laborers and joined with them on an 
equal footing that northern reformers would be able to draw on the southern democratic 
tradition in a way that advanced the cause of black equality.102  The first resolution of the 
conference made plain that attendees had emphasized how racial prejudice worked 
against the interests of both white and black workers: “The systematic persecution of law 
abiding citizens and their disfranchisement on account of their race alone is a crime that 
	   298	  
will ultimately drag down to an infamous end any nation that allows it to be practiced, 
and it bears most heavily on those poor white farmers and laborers whose economic 
position is most similar to that of the persecuted race.”103 
At bottom, the National Negro Conference demonstrated that white and black 
social reformers had adopted the Du Boisian perspective that the extension of civil rights 
to blacks must necessarily precede the social and economic advance of the race.  The 
conference resolutions, which called for the federal government to enforce the Fourteenth 
and Fifteenth Amendments and to ensure that blacks received equal educational 
opportunities, reflected the central tenets of Du Bois’ approach to racial reform.104  More 
specifically, conference attendees had acknowledged that racial imperatives shaped labor-
capital relations--a point that prominent liberal Chicagoans, along with Du Bois, had been 
making for years--and that it would be impossible to forestall destructive labor and racial 
conflicts or to bring about economic progress for blacks without guaranteeing for African 
Americans their full civil rights as U.S. citizens. 
Despite this new interracial liberal consensus over the degree to which race 
relations influenced labor and other social questions, conference attendees disagreed over 
what constituted the most appropriate methods and principles for the association.  Many 
moderate white and black social reformers did not wish to offend Washington, who had 
declined to attend the conference, and the majority felt that the new organization should 
adopt an ameliorative stance toward him.  This rankled militant black reformers, among 
them Wells-Barnett and Boston editor William Monroe Trotter, who openly opposed 
Washington and who believed that liberal leaders like Du Bois, Villard, and Ovington 
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were attempting to distance the organization from its more controversial, i.e. combative, 
members.  When a sub-committee composed of white liberals and Du Bois selected the 
members for the Committee of Forty, a body charged with laying plans for the next 
conference, they did not include Wells-Barnett on the list, and this infuriated her and 
other militants and roiled the racial and ideological waters at the conference.  Though 
Wells-Barnett was eventually added to the committee, this episode reflected the 
discomfort of some NAACP leaders, both white and black, with her uncompromising 
stance on racial reform and willingness to challenge both white and male authority, and it 
foreshadowed the influential role that racial moderates would play in shaping the future 
of the organization.  It also revealed the strained relation that existed between Wells-
Barnett and Du Bois: though Du Bois later explained that he had assumed other 
Chicagoans would represent Wells-Barnett on the committee, she suspected the oversight 
was intentional, and after the conference she increasingly associated Du Bois with 
academic elites like Villard.105  Du Bois brushed off the disagreement, portraying it as the 
byproduct of an orderly, if passionate, dialogue that had led to a fruitful interracial 
partnership, but Wells-Barnett never forgot this perceived slight, and her relations with 
the NAACP, and Du Bois, cooled after the meeting.106  To Du Bois, however, who had 
been well received by white liberals, the conference represented the dawn of a new 
alliance between black and white reformers and a victory for racial liberalism.  In 1910, 
he moved to New York City to become the NAACP’s Director of Publicity and Research 
and to edit The Crisis, the official organ of association, and the remnants of his Niagara 
Movement soon folded into the NAACP.107 
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Yet the formation of the NAACP reflected more than the triumph of Du Bois’ 
racial vision and the initiative of northeastern liberals: it also revealed how the liberal 
discourse of Chicago had played a critical role in shaping the new organization.  
Prominent liberal Chicagoans, of course, were well represented at the inception of the 
association: Wells-Barnett, Addams, and Woolley all sat on the Committee of Forty in 
the founding year, and Wells-Barnett and Addams played key roles in establishing the 
Chicago branch of the NAACP, particularly Addams, who was the first president of the 
Chicago chapter.108  But their influence was felt most profoundly in conceptual terms: 
liberal Chicagoans, perhaps more than any other racial reformers save Du Bois, had 
helped to lay the ideological groundwork for the organization.  By applying an 
investigatory outlook to the problem of race relations, by emphasizing the racial 
dimensions of class, and by contributing the results of their intellectual labors to the 
national public discourse, Wells-Barnett, Addams, and Baker had played key roles in 
relating interracial violence to other social problems.  The utterances of Wells-Barnett 
and Addams, especially, carried singular weight in the liberal discourse on race relations 
on account of their national statures and larger-than-life personalities.  And beyond 
Wells-Barnett, Addams, and Baker, the formation of the NAACP represented the 
combined efforts of many reformers whose thought had been shaped by the liberal 
discourse of Chicago, including Dewey, Kelley, and Walling.  Du Bois later recalled that 
of all the social workers in America, Addams and Kelley had displayed the most 
“insight” and “daring” with regard to the problem of race relations.109  In sum, the 
standard account of the formation of the NAACP, which tends to focus on northeastern 
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liberal activism on behalf of black civil rights, overlooks how liberal Chicagoans and the 
Chicago reform network shaped both the ideological assumptions of the NAACP and the 
contours of modern racial liberalism.110 
Though Addams, Baker, and Wells-Barnett all contributed to the evolution of 
liberal thought on racial matters, it was Wells-Barnett, more than anyone, who had led 
the way.  She was perhaps the first social reformer to nationalize the discourse on black-
white relations, to describe how white-on-black violence met both social and economic 
imperatives, and to analyze the racial dimensions of class in the public sphere.  When 
Wells-Barnett spoke on lynching during the National Negro Conference, she drew on the 
recent events in Springfield to reiterate themes that she had been articulating for nearly 
twenty years: that lynching represented the violent oppression of the black race, that it 
was predicated on the false charge of black aggression toward white womanhood, and 
that it was a countrywide problem that necessitated a national solution.111  In the 
investigatory spirit of Chicago-based liberalism, Wells-Barnett recommended that the 
NAACP create a bureau for the purposes of conducting inquiries into future lynchings.  
The social and ideological activism of Wells-Barnett, in other words, had provided a 
virtual playbook for the NAACP, and in its early years the organization followed her lead 
by focusing its energies on an anti-lynching campaign that included lynching 
investigations, protest rallies, and the pursuit of anti-lynching legislation.112 
Still, though the NAACP adopted Wells-Barnett’s anti-lynching agenda, the 
association kept her at arm’s length after its inception because her strident insistence on 
racial justice, which often came at the expense of her relationships with other white and 
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black liberal reformers, challenged the ameliorative, interracial norms of the 
organization.  One comment by Villard symbolized how NAACP leaders tended to elide 
Wells-Barnett from the historical record of the early NAACP.  During a planning meeting 
for the upcoming NAACP convention of 1912, to be held in Chicago, Villard described 
Jane Addams as the “moving spirit of the whole enterprise,” and in that comment he both 
acknowledged the formative influence of Addams and overlooked the contributions of 
the more militant Wells-Barnett.113  Such a description of NAACP affairs in Chicago 
would hardly have come as a surprise to Wells-Barnett, who believed that Villard and Du 
Bois were attempting to limit her influence within the organization.  Earlier that year, 
Wells-Barnett had expressed her doubts about the organization and its Chicago branch in 
a letter to Columbia University professor and supporter Joel E. Spingarn: 
Candidly, I don’t expect a great deal to result from their activity, for the very 
good reason that Jane Addams whom they desire to mother the movement simply 
has not the time nor the strength even if she had the inclination to lead this new 
crusade.  Unfortunately, a few of our ‘exclusives’ have the same idea that Mr. 
Villard has, that the organization should be kept in the hands of the exclusive 
academic few.  This same academic few are perfectly willing to be identified with 
a movement that has Miss Jane Addams as its head in order that they may bask in 
the light of her reflected glory and at the same time get credit for representing the 
race that they ignore and withdraw themselves from on every occasion of real 
need.”114 
 
Wells-Barnett made this comment as a criticism of the national leadership of the 
NAACP, not Addams, whom she respected.  To a grassroots organizer like Wells-
Barnett, “academics” like Villard had cultivated a top-down leadership model in the 
organization and were out of touch with on-the-ground racial realities for blacks.  Her 
remarks also illuminated how organization leaders cast the diplomatic Addams, and not 
the fiery Wells-Barnett, as the symbolic leader of the NAACP in Chicago, and Wells-
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Barnett viewed this as further evidence of their desire to distance themselves from the 
more militant wing of the organization--and thus as proof of a halfhearted commitment to 
the pursuit of racial equality.115 
 Ironically, the ideological cracks in the liberal consensus on racial reform became 
easier to discern after the formation of the NAACP.  For Wells-Barnett, the conclusion to 
be drawn after nearly two decades of escalating racial violence was unambiguous: only 
the strict application of state and federal laws that protected black civil rights could 
improve the status of African Americans in the United States, and she continued to act 
aggressively based on that principle after the National Negro Conference of 1909.116  In 
November of that year, for example, she journeyed to the town of Cairo, Illinois, where a 
mob of white citizens had hanged and mutilated a black man accused of murdering a 
white shopgirl.  Through her investigation of the lynching, Wells-Barnett meant to ensure 
that state legislators enforced the Illinois Mob Violence Act of 1905, which had been 
introduced by a black legislator and which required that any sheriff who allowed a 
lynching to occur be dismissed and forced to apply for reinstatement.  After speaking to 
the black community in Cairo and winning their support for her campaign to deny the 
appeal of the local sheriff, Wells-Barnett went on to Springfield and convinced Governor 
Charles S. Deneen to reject the sheriff’s petition for reinstatement.  This extraordinary 
legal victory brought an end to lynching in the state of Illinois--in the future, sheriffs 
were much quicker to call in the state militia when the threat of interracial violence 
loomed.  To Wells-Barnett, this episode demonstrated how only enfranchisement could 
safeguard African American civil rights.117 
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Unlike Wells-Barnett, however, Addams continued to stress the power of social 
laws over legal statutes in the struggle for racial equality.  In 1911, Addams published an 
article in The Crisis entitled “Social Control” in which she argued that inherited traditions 
among social groups provided the most effective and positive restraints on group 
behavior.  According to Addams, segregation had denied these vital social resources to 
blacks.  She wrote: “Thus in every large city we have a large colony of colored people 
who have not been brought under social control, and a majority of the white people in the 
same community are tacitly endeavoring to keep from them those restraints which can be 
communicated only through social intercourse.”118  By “social control” or “inherited 
control” Addams meant bringing African Americans into greater contact with other white 
social groups, and this prescription reflected her conviction that social ethics 
progressively advanced when democratic association between citizens increased.  But 
Addams also intimated in her discussion of “social control” that black women lacked 
restraint and required the edifying influence of white cultural norms.  In a telling 
comparison, Addams contrasted the urban social conditions of black communities with 
those of southern and eastern European immigrant communities, which she had grown to 
admire for their cultural vitality.119  Part of the reason that these groups were more easily 
“assimilated” into U.S. society than blacks, Addams suggested, was that their 
longstanding cultural traditions led to greater social restraint.  African American 
communities, in contrast, did not possess such restraints because they had been 
segregated from white society.  Implicit in Addams’ analysis, of course, were two 
racialist assumptions: that white immigrants and blacks should cleave to Anglo-Saxon 
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behavioral norms and that black communities lacked viable cultural traditions of their 
own.  Though Addams had intended to show that the denial of civil rights to blacks 
represented a “primitive” social morality that could overpower formal law, and that the 
work of the NAACP was critical because it safeguarded these laws, she had inadvertently 
revealed the discriminatory assumptions about blacks that underlay her social outlook.  In 
this way, her article reflected the ambivalent tenor of white liberal thought on black 
equality and revealed how some white liberals could be dedicated to the cause of racial 
democracy and yet still hold to racialist assumptions about blacks.120 
Perhaps Baker’s evolving viewpoint illustrated most clearly how white and black 
social reformers were divided over the relative significance of the law with regard to 
racial reform--and how the tenets of Chicago liberalism, despite having stimulating new 
forms of interracial association, could also constrain the racial vision of white liberals.  
After the formation of the NAACP, Baker continued to write frequently about black-
white relations, arguing that the United States could not allow artificial restrictions based 
on racial or class prejudices to exist if the nation wished to be an authentic democracy.  
Hence, Baker asserted, the Fifteenth Amendment must be protected.  But he also drew a 
key distinction between what he referred to as “statue book democracy”--the institutional, 
legal, and social bulwarks of democracy--and the democracy of the “spirit” or 
association.121  Like Addams, Baker believed that the relative strength of this democratic 
“spirit” was more socially significant than the strict application of federal or state law, 
and he pointed to Chicago, where white citizens had campaigned to sent their child to all-
white public schools, as an example of the country’s flagging democratic spirit.122  In 
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back of Baker’s perspective on race relations and democracy lay his investigatory outlook 
on social reform.  He opined, “Democracy is not a dogma; it is not even a dogma of free 
suffrage.  Democracy is a life, a spirit, a growth.”123  This observation embodied the 
pragmatic, moral, evolutionary worldview that had guided the thought of liberal 
Chicagoans, and such a viewpoint led white social reformers like Baker and Addams to 
conclude that race relations could only be improved by increasing the degree of 
democratic association among citizens, particularly among workers--and that social 
democracy did more to cultivate equality than “statute book democracy” or political 
democracy, i.e. the suffrage.  The reverse held true, however, for African Americans 
reformers like Wells-Barnett and Du Bois, who valued the institutional bulwarks of 
democracy above all else as the number of white-on-black attacks rose in the North and 
Midwest.  At bottom, Baker’s stance revealed how white and black social reformers 
continued to disagree over the priorities of racial advance--and how the investigatory 
outlook of white liberal Chicagoans, which privileged ethical solutions to social problems 
over structural ones, also worked to undermine their commitment to racial liberalism.124 
 
Chicago and the Politics of Race: The Progressive Party Convention of 1912 
 
 On August 5, 1912, national trends in liberal politics came to a head in Chicago 
when the Progressive Party convened its inaugural convention in the city.  Formed earlier 
that summer and led by ex-president Theodore Roosevelt, the Progressive Party 
championed many of the social issues that had preoccupied liberal reformers, settlement 
house workers, academics, social scientists, and muckraking journalists throughout the 
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1900s.  Its platform, influenced by a report on occupational standards from the recent 
Conference of Social Work, focused on the problem of monopoly and called for tougher 
regulations on corporations, higher wages and an eight-hour day for industrial workers, 
and protective labor laws for women and children.125  The Progressive Party also 
endorsed the organization of labor, and it sought to further extend democracy by 
supporting women’s suffrage, the direct primary for state and federal nominees, the direct 
election of U.S. senators, and the introduction of the initiative, referendum, and recall.  
Roosevelt, a lifelong Republican, had formed the Progressive Party after the Republican 
convention had chosen sitting president William Howard Taft to be its presidential 
nominee, and Roosevelt hoped to attract progressive Republicans, liberal reformers, 
suffragists, and African Americans to his new party.  To many of the country’s most 
prominent social reformers, including Jane Addams, the Progressive Party augured the 
beginning of vibrant third party movement and a new liberal consensus on the role of 
government in advancing the social welfare, and it elicited a groundswell of support from 
them.126 
In back of Roosevelt’s Progressive agenda lay a vision of government that he 
termed “the new nationalism.”  Roosevelt had culled this concept from The Promise of 
American Life (1909), a volume of political philosophy written by liberal journalist 
Herbert Croly.  In his book, Croly had argued that modern U.S. society could best 
preserve the democratic ideals of Thomas Jefferson by creating the centralized state 
envisioned by Alexander Hamilton, and he had endorsed the use of federal power to 
restrain corporate interests and to cultivate equal economic opportunities for citizens.127  
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Roosevelt had found in Croly’s thesis a distinctly American rationale for enlarging the 
role of government in U.S. economic and social life, and he had drawn on it to reorder the 
priorities of modern liberalism and to lay the ideological foundation for what would 
eventually become the Progressive Party platform.  On August 31, 1910, during an 
address in Osawatomie, Kansas, Roosevelt gave an expansive, populist cast to Croly’s 
nationalistic vision.  Roosevelt argued that current economic and social trends--especially 
those associated with the growth of corporate power and the conditions of labor--made it 
imperative for American society to bring the regulatory power of the state to bear on big 
businesses such as rail, meatpacking, oil, and coal in order to reign in corporate influence 
in politics and to make capital more responsive to social needs.  Furthermore, Roosevelt 
maintained, the federal government needed to supervise the conditions of labor in order 
to ensure that workers were allotted a living wage, reasonable working hours, 
compensation for injury, and safe working conditions.  To legitimate this state-centered, 
community-of-interests vision of labor-capital relations, Roosevelt recalled Lincoln’s 
views on the sanctity of both labor and private property, and he cited Lincoln’s desire to 
simultaneously preserve national unity and freedom as an ideological model for the 
modern-day social reform movement.  At the same time, Roosevelt avoided any reference 
to Osawatomie’s significance for the tradition of the racial liberalism: the town marked 
the spot where the abolitionist John Brown had initiated a bloody raid into Kansas in 
1856 that had left five pro-slavery Kansans dead.  In this way, Roosevelt’s address 
reoriented early twentieth-century liberalism back toward the economic dimensions of 
class--and away from its racial bearings--by stressing the importance of equality of 
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opportunity in economic affairs and by deemphasizing the strand of liberal thought that 
focused on the defense of individual rights, which liberal reformers had recently 
reinvigorated during their discourse on race relations.128 
Though Roosevelt’s “new nationalism” laid out a vision of federal activism in 
bold strokes, his attitude toward racial reform, long steeped in ambivalence, remained 
murky.  From the outset of Roosevelt’s career, social racism had suffused his outlook on 
black-white relations.  Since the 1890s, he had adopted the social Darwinist perspective 
that racial conflict drove historical development and that the Anglo-Saxon race had 
triumphed in the struggle for racial dominance.  Also, Roosevelt had advanced the linear 
historicist perspective that blacks and whites represented “backward” and “forward” 
races, respectively, and this viewpoint undergirded his conviction that certain races, such 
as blacks or Asians, were unfit for self-government.129  As president, he had appointed 
fewer blacks to federal positions than his predecessor, William McKinley, and in 1906, 
he had outraged many African Americans by dismissing an entire regiment of black 
troops stationed in Brownsville, Texas on the basis of unconfirmed reports that some of 
the soldiers had caused the death of a white bartender and injured a police officer.130  
Finally, Roosevelt’s pronouncements on the controversial topic of lynching, for all of 
their emphasis on the rule of law, had only perpetuated the racialist assumption that 
black-on-white assaults were responsible for white attacks on African Americans.131  
At the same time, Roosevelt, to a limited extent, had defended black civil rights.  
As a civil service commissioner in the early 1890s, Roosevelt had worked to change the 
civil service exams in southern cities by removing questions that referred to race, politics, 
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and religion, which had made it easier for blacks to secure government positions.  Also, 
Roosevelt had supported legislation that banned segregation in public schools while 
serving as the Governor of New York.  In 1903, President Roosevelt had rebuked the 
white citizens of Indianola, Mississippi for driving out their black postmistress, Minnie 
M. Cox, by closing down the local post office.  Moreover, in the most celebrated example 
of Roosevelt’s potential receptivity to black equality, he had invited Booker T. 
Washington to dine with him at the White House in 1901, an event that had infuriated 
southern whites.  During the early years of his presidency, Roosevelt had called for “a 
square deal for black and white alike,” and he had insisted that U.S. society uphold the 
Fourteenth Amendment.132  These actions had suggested to at least some African 
Americans that Roosevelt would defend their civil rights. 
This mixture of democratic and anti-democratic impulses in Roosevelt’s racial 
thought reflected the characteristic mindset of many white northern and midwestern 
liberals with regard to the problem of black-white relations.  Roosevelt’s ambivalent 
stance towards racial liberalism, for example, comported with certain aspects of Baker’s 
social outlook.  Like Baker, Roosevelt had reconciled his racialist assumptions about 
African Americans with his belief in individual rights by focusing on the achievements 
and virtues of the black middle class.  Only educated, industrious blacks, Roosevelt 
maintained, should be awarded full civil rights--an argument that echoed Baker’s position 
on black suffrage in Following the Color Line.133 
But Roosevelt’s racial attitudes also differed considerably from those of white 
liberals like Baker or Addams.  First, he paid little attention to the racial dimensions of 
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class, instead advancing what amounted to a white vision of industrial amelioration.  This 
was a significant distinction given that prominent white liberals had become more 
receptive to a black civil rights agenda by acknowledging how racial discrimination 
shaped conflicts between labor and capital.  Also, Roosevelt’s racial outlook was severely 
proscribed by his political ambitions, unlike social reformers such as Addams and Baker, 
who strove to remain non-partisan in their methods and writings.  Whenever Roosevelt 
spoke out on racial issues, he always had the “solid” South, where white southerners had 
staunchly supported the Democratic Party since Reconstruction, in the back of his mind.  
He routinely implored Americans not to condemn those in other regions who held 
different racial attitudes, and in this sense he drew on Lincoln’s ideological legacy in a 
very different way than the liberal founders of the NAACP.134  Roosevelt ignored the 
Great Emancipator’s legacy of racial liberalism and instead cast Lincoln as a skilled 
arbiter of sectional tensions who had fought for individual rights while remaining 
sympathetic to southern concerns.  In 1905, during a tour of the South, Roosevelt had 
attempted to curry favor with white southerners by suggesting that the region’s racial 
problems should be taken up at the local level and not by the federal government.135  
Thus Roosevelt’s desire to break the Democratic hold on the South reinforced his 
inclination to keep the issue of race separate from other social issues and beyond the 
purview of the federal government, and these same political calculations shaped his 
Progressive Party campaign, which avoided any discussion of the implications of the 
“new nationalism” for black-white relations.136 
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 Despite Roosevelt’s efforts to steer clear of the race question, however, it quickly 
became a divisive issue within the Progressive Party.  Roosevelt had hoped to attract 
disaffected white southerners to his new political coalition, including manufacturers who 
disapproved of the Democratic Party’s low tariff platform, but his southern operatives 
had made it plain that he would have to adopt a “lily white” approach to party 
organization in the South if he wished to win over white southerners.  Roosevelt had 
quietly authorized this strategy, despite the fact that many blacks on both sides of the 
Mason-Dixon line had been attracted to the Progressive Party platform, and consequently 
Progressive Party nominating conventions in the South had excluded black delegates.  
However, in the states of Georgia, Florida, Alabama, and Mississippi, African Americans 
had organized separate conventions and, as a result, dispatched their own delegate slates 
to the national convention in Chicago.  When tensions quickly mounted at the convention 
over which delegates to seat, it forced Roosevelt to intervene.  In a public letter to 
Georgia delegate Julian Harris, Roosevelt stated that while many blacks in the North had 
proven themselves to be competent participants in a democratic society, this had not been 
the case in the South, where corruption had defined the black Republican regime.  
Implicit in Roosevelt’s discussion was his preference to seat the white delegates, and the 
Progressive Party Credentials Committee following suit by recognizing them over the 
black delegations.  In this way, Roosevelt sanctioned a “lily white” Progressive Party in 
the South but a racially inclusive one in the North, and though some white social 
reformers, including Addams, protested this decision, Roosevelt held firm, maintaining 
that the Progressive Party was more hospitable to blacks than either the Democratic 
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Party, which opposed black rights, or the Republican Party, which had little intention of 
securing them.  But his ungainly compromise satisfied no one and only ended up 
alienating southern whites, northern liberals, and blacks on both sides of the Mason-
Dixon line.137 
These tensions surrounding the question of black political equality dampened 
Addams’ enthusiasm for the Progressive cause but by no means extinguished it.  By 
endorsing the labor laws that Addams had long favored, and by supporting women’s 
suffrage, which Addams had vigorously promoted since 1909, the party had come closer 
to approximating her social agenda than any other political organization, and Addams 
looked on the emergence of the party as a momentous development for the forces of 
reform.138  As a result, she had overcome her aversion to electoral politics and taken on a 
more active role than ever before by serving as a delegate to the Progressive convention 
and by sitting on the Resolutions Committee, which shaped the party platform.  To 
Addams, the convention gave national form and coherence to the multitude of social 
reform movements that had been haphazardly proliferating at the local and state levels 
since the 1890s.  She believed that the event emblematized how “a new code of political 
action has been formulated by men who are striving to express a sense of justice, 
socialized by long effort to secure fair play between contending classes; men who have 
learned that it cannot be done by a priori reasoning, but must be established upon 
carefully ascertained facts.”139  In other words, Addams was convinced that the 
Progressive Party had brought to fruition the pragmatic, investigatory outlook on reform 
that had informed her own social vision, and she felt drawn to support it despite her 
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reluctance to engage in partisan politics.140  In fact, she portrayed her decision to support 
the party in pragmatic terms--as a response to how conditions had evolved to where 
social appeals had finally penetrated the national political sphere.  At the convention, 
Addams seconded Roosevelt’s nomination for president--the first time that a woman had 
done so at a political convention--and linked the party’s adoption of a “program of human 
welfare” to the new presence of women in liberal politics.141  Because women had long 
ministered to social needs, Addams suggested, they were naturally inclined to support the 
Progressive Party, and the party, with its emphasis on social legislation, rightly sought the 
“moral energy” of women.142 
Still, if her enthusiasm for the party’s social welfare program and democratic 
reforms ran high, Addams was also distressed by how quickly the Progressive Party had 
relinquished any commitment to racial liberalism.  During the convention, Addams and 
Moscowitz protested the treatment of the black southern delegations to the Resolutions 
Committee.  “Some of us are much disturbed that this Progressive party, which stands for 
human rights, should even appear not to stand for the rights of negroes,” Addams 
admonished the committee.143  “It seems to us to be inconsistent when on one page of our 
newspapers we find that this party is to stand for the working man and the working 
woman, and to protect the rights of children, and to prevent usurpation of voters’ rights 
by special interests, and on the next we find that it denies the right of the negro to take 
part in this movement.”144  This line of reasoning followed the same rationale that liberal 
reformers had advanced in forming the NAACP--that society must provide racial justice 
for African Americans in order to secure economic justice for workingmen.  Addams, 
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Moscowitz, and Spingarn attempted to introduce a new plank, written by Du Bois, which 
called for equal civil and political rights for blacks, but the committee rejected it.145  This 
outcome unsettled Addams’ faith in the party, and some observers speculated that she 
would leave the convention, but she ultimately decided to stay on and support Roosevelt.  
Addams later explained her acceptance of these defeats in an essay in The Crisis where 
she reflected on how racial attitudes had influenced the Progressive Party.  Deferring to 
her pragmatism, Addams argued that the party must first secure a political base in the 
South before it could effectively challenge southern white supremacy.146  As an 
alternative national solution to the problem of interracial conflict, Addams proposed 
federal arbitration, her long favored approach to labor-capital disputes, and she took 
solace that the Progressive Party had at least helped to nationalize the problem of black-
white relations.  But Addams’ anxiety over “the old familiar discomfort concerning the 
status of the colored man” betrayed her feeling that pragmatism could not finally explain 
the actions of the Progressive leaders or her own acquiescence to the party’s racial 
policies.147 
In the end, Roosevelt lost the presidential election of 1912 to Woodrow Wilson, 
the Democratic nominee.  Wilson’ own agenda, the “New Freedom,” which contained 
progressive elements but adopted a more cautious approach to the extension of federal 
power, had appealed to many Americans.  Also, the rupture between the progressive and 
conservative wings of the Republican Party and Roosevelt’s handling of the race issue, 
which had led some blacks to vote for the Democratic Party, had contributed to Wilson’s 
victory.  But if Wilson had beaten Roosevelt at the polls, the Progressive Party, in a 
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sense, had still triumphed.  If one tallied the number of votes received by Roosevelt, 
Wilson, and Socialist Party candidate Eugene V. Debs, approximately three quarters of 
all Americans had voted for a socially progressive platform, and this signaled the drift of 
modern liberalism toward the more robust state envisioned by the Progressive Party.  
Ultimately, Wilson’s presidency, too, reflected these currents.  In his first term in office, 
Wilson passed a number of reforms that Progressives had favored, including the creation 
of the Federal Trade Commission, a graduated income tax, and protective labor laws.148 
Yet the election of 1912 also marked an ideological defeat for the Progressive 
Party--and for liberalism.  By disentangling the pursuit of economic justice from the 
pursuit of racial equality, the Progressive agenda had reversed the priorities of the nascent 
liberal movement for racial reform and instead yoked the development of social welfare 
programs to a policy of racial exclusion.  In February 1913, Addams published an essay 
in The Survey that marked the fiftieth anniversary of the Emancipation Proclamation, and 
in it she posed this provocative question: “How far has the act of the great emancipator 
been nullified by our national indifference?”149  Her essay went on to frame other related 
questions--whether political expediency had triumphed over conceptions of right and 
wrong in liberal politics, for example--but all of her queries were rhetorical in nature.  
Implicit in Addams’ self-questioning was her recognition that countrywide apathy, party 
politics, and prejudice--not pragmatism--had reinforced the racialized vision of economic 
justice adopted by the Progressive Party and the nation.  Addams, for once, had no 
suggestions to offer.  Invoking Du Bois, she could only lament how blacks remained 
“behind the veil” and express her admiration for the vitality of African American culture.  
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This represented a distinct philosophical shift from her earlier essay on social control: it 
revealed her discouragement over the prospects of racial reform and her growing 
awareness that cultural racism posed the strongest roadblock to the pursuit of racial 
equality.150  “To continually suspect, suppress, and to fear any large group in a 
community,” she concluded, “must finally result in a loss of enthusiasm for that type of 
government which gives free play to the self-determination of a majority of its 
citizens.”151  In the end, Addams’ experience with the Progressive Party had unsettled her 
faith in U.S. democracy as much as it had strengthened it.  Though she remained an 
influential actor on the national political stage for the rest of her life, she never again 
became as entangled in partisan politics as she had with the Progressive Party, preferring 
instead to work through voluntary organizations in pursuit of social democratic reform.152 
 
“This My City”: Carl Sandburg’s Chicago Poems and the Liberal Discourse on 
Class 
 
In 1914, Baker described Chicago’s distinctive municipal ethos in an article for 
The American.  He wrote: 
Chicago has a tone and a tang all its own, and very different from either New 
York or Boston.  There is something big, grim, workaday about it; and compared 
with New York it is younger in spirit, more serious, more in earnest.  In the midst 
of their smoke and confusion the people are dreaming of wonderful parks and 
beautiful public buildings and new methods of transportation.  The spirit of the 
city is much changed since I lived there fifteen years ago.  At that time there had 
been no awakening; the city was still engaged in a primordial struggle with the 
raw elements of life.  The other day, walking down the new park on the lake front, 
I had a curious deep impression that this city was become a Person, that it was 
pausing for a moment, the sledge of its industry raised in air, to look up with 
wonder at the stars.153   
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These remarks by Baker, an astute observer of social trends, revealed much about how 
Americans were coming to understand the cultural significance of Chicago.  To Baker, 
the city had “become a Person,” or grown into self-consciousness, and in so doing it had 
taken on a characteristic identity, one that simultaneously connoted the chaotic travails of 
the urban working class, the social costs of the corporate capitalist regime, and the liberal 
idealism of those seeking to make the industrial order more responsive to social needs.  In 
Baker’s view, it was youthful, earnest, “workaday” Chicago--not New York City or 
Boston--that brought together most vividly those social, economic, and intellectual forces 
that were shaping modern liberalism.   
Baker’s discussion of Chicago’s recent “awakening” also reflected cultural trends, 
particularly in the literary arena.  By the early 1910s, the midwestern literary 
“renaissance” of the 1880s and 1890s had taken root in Chicago in both practical and 
conceptual terms.  Not only did aspiring midwestern writers and editors now flock to the 
city to pursue their literary ambitions, they explored this theme in their fiction by 
describing how the search for self-identify in the Middle West often followed a course 
that ran from the rural periphery to the midwestern metropolis.  The writer Floyd Dell, 
who arrived in Chicago in 1908, became a central figure in the city’s literary community, 
particularly after he ascended to the editorship of the Friday Literary Review, a 
supplement to the Chicago Evening Post, in 1912.  In this position, Dell served as a 
spokesperson for the regional movement.  Calling for midwestern authors to challenge 
sentimental writing conventions and to render social experience in a direct, forthright 
manner, he promoted a kind of midwestern literary realism and championed those writers 
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whom he felt reflected this approach.  Dell especially admired Dreiser’s Sister Carrie, 
which became a thematic and stylistic touchstone for the movement.  Poetry also 
flowered in the city during this period: in 1912, the poet Harriet Monroe established 
Poetry: A Magazine of Verse, and this influential journal, which published the work of 
both Continental and American poets, situated Chicago within an international poetic 
discourse and launched the careers of midwestern writers like Carl Sandburg, Edgar Lee 
Masters, and Vachel Lindsay.  Together with Margaret Anderson, creator of The Little 
Review literary journal, Monroe and Dell helped to establish a lively, avant-garde 
community of writers in Chicago and to transform the city into the literary capital of the 
Midwest.154 
The poet Carl Sandburg became a central figure in this Chicago-centric literary 
movement, and his writing played a key role in shaping the cultural identity of the city.  
Born on January 6, 1878, Sandburg had grown up in Galesburg, Illinois in a working-
class Swedish family.  His father had worked for a blacksmith in a railroad shop, and in 
his early years Sandburg had helped to support his family by working a variety of menial 
jobs, including stints as a railroad worker and farm laborer.  After serving in the Spanish-
American War of 1898, Sandburg had returned to Galesburg and entered Lombard 
College, and there he had cultivated his burgeoning literary interests before seeking work 
in Chicago as a writer.  Between 1905 and 1906, he had written for the small Chicago-
based magazine To-Morrow, and later he had served as associate editor for The 
Lyceumite, an organ of the adult education movement.  By this time, Sandburg, long 
sympathetic to working class concerns, had embraced socialism, and in 1907 he had 
	   320	  
moved to Milwaukee to work as an organizer for the Socialist Party of America.  
Returning to Chicago in 1912, Sandburg had starting writing for the Chicago Day Book, a 
small paper oriented toward working class issues, and this work had provided him with 
firsthand knowledge of the city’s industrial workforce.  Two years later, Sandburg 
published a series of poems in Poetry magazine on the subject of Chicago that received 
critical acclaim, and in 1916, Henry Holt and Company, a publishing company based in 
New York City, agreed to bring out a volume of Sandburg’s poetry.  Entitled Chicago 
and Other Poems, this collection of verses solidified Sandburg’s standing as an important 
new midwestern literary voice, one that gave poetic form and cadence to the city of 
Chicago, and it also established him as an influential new contributor to the city’s 
ongoing liberal discourse on class.155 
Chicago and Other Poems, particularly the subsection “Chicago Poems,” 
addressed a subject that most conventional poets would have viewed as unfit for lyric: the 
social and economic conditions of urban Chicago.  Highlighting the city’s dusty mills, 
gloomy factories, muddy ditches, and ubiquitous rail network, Sandburg sought to 
capture the panoramic sweep and intractable poverty associated with Chicago’s corporate 
capitalist regime.  He populated the industrial terrain of his poetry with two main 
socioeconomic types: the “millionaire manufacturer” and the perpetually impoverished 
worker, “under the smoke, dust all over this mouth, laughing with white teeth,” who 
struggled valiantly but vainly to survive.156  Sandburg’s verses, as suggested by the poem 
“Subway,” exposed the hidden places and human costs of the capitalist order: 
Down between the walls of shadow 
Where the iron laws insist, 
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     The hunger voices mock. 
 
The worn wayfaring men 
With the hunched and humble shoulders, 
     Throw their laughter into toil.157 
 
To peer “between the walls of shadow” in Sandburg’s Chicago was to discover the “iron 
laws” of laissez-faire capitalism: how the production of wealth relied upon the “hunched 
and humble shoulders” of an impoverished working class.  Though Sandburg sought to 
humanize the city and its industrial workforce in Chicago and Other Poems, it was less 
individual portraits than human types that emerged in these poems.  Sandburg’s poetic 
gaze was continually drawn to the widespread and generalized signs of poverty, the 
“worn wayfaring men” and “hunger voices” of the working class, and he could offer only 
glimpses into the inner worlds of the “hunger-deep eyes” and “tired empty faces” that he 
observed all around him.158  By focusing on the universal features of social hardship, 
Sandburg reinforced two key themes: the idea that Chicago emblematized the effacement 
of humanity under the conditions of corporate capitalism and the notion that the struggles 
of workers--and of Chicago--were ultimately collective, not individualistic, in nature.  
The only personal struggle that Sandburg dwelled upon in “Chicago Poems” was his 
artistic one: that of capturing in verse the nobility of the working class, which he lauded 
for resisting the city’s oppressive economic order. 
In the course of depicting Chicago’s bleak social conditions, Sandburg manifested 
a kind of multilayered consciousness in his poems that associated the identity of the poet 
with the city.  He relied on personal pronouns--I/They, I/You, I/They/You—to structure 
his verses, and this conceit allowed him to triangulate the relation between the working 
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class, Chicago, and himself and to make it appear as if the boundaries between those 
three entities were constantly being renegotiated, and, finally, broken down.  In essence, 
the collected verses in the “Chicago Poems” subsection represented an ongoing act of 
identification between writer, worker, and metropolis that served to collapse their 
individual identities into a collective one.  In the following segment of “Chicago,” the 
first poem of the collection, Sandburg illustrated this social and poetic process: 
And they tell me you are brutal and my reply is: On the faces of  
     women and children I have seen the marks of wanton hunger. 
And having answered so I turn once more to those who sneer at this 
     my city, and I give them back the sneer and say to them: 
Come and show me another city with lifted head singing so proud 
     to be alive and coarse and strong and cunning. 
Flinging magnetic curses amid the toil of piling job on job, here is  
     a tall bold slugger set vivid against the little soft cities;159 
 
Sandburg identified Chicago with its proud, vital working class, which held its head high 
“amid the toil of piling job on job,” and as his poetic investigation of the city stoked his 
admiration for Chicago’s working people, it led him, in turn, to take up their cause.  Like 
them, his verses, too, flung “magnetic curses” that impugned the corporate capitalist 
system for its ill treatment of laborers.  For Sandburg, the act of writing about “this my 
city” involved both the investigatory task of revealing Chicago’s impoverished yet vital 
workforce--“this”--and an act of self-conscious identification with the working class--
“my.”  By exposing the “marks of wanton hunger” that scarred the city’s struggling 
workers, Sandburg came to admire them for their strength, intelligence, cultural vitality, 
and unflagging determination.  A poetic inquiry into Chicago’s social and economic 
conditions, he suggested, led one to cultivate a working class consciousness; one must 
envision an expansive community of workers in order to render the distinctive “You” of 
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Chicago.  If a poet wished to capture the spirit of the city, then, he or she must 
conceptualize a socially democratic society--and merge with it.  By the end of the poem 
“Chicago,” the boundaries between Sandburg and the city, fittingly, had disappeared as 
his poetic consciousness--the “I” of the poem--was absorbed into the young, working 
class entity that represented Chicago. 
If Chicago and Other Poems appeared to manifest a kind of revolutionary social 
consciousness, it also bore some of the hallmarks of the investigatory outlook that had 
shaped Chicago’s liberal discourse.  To begin, Sandburg’s verses, by bringing to light the 
socioeconomic conditions of the city’s working poor, continued the work of bearing 
“independent witness to social righteousness” that Addams had once described as 
fundamental to the Hull-House enterprise.  For all his socialist convictions, Sandburg, 
like Dreiser, Addams, and Baker, adopted a tone that was more investigatory than 
strident, more observational than programmatic.  He portrayed himself as transcribing 
what he saw and heard in his rounds about the city, and by focusing on the concrete 
details of daily life in his poems, he reinforced the idea that he was simply reporting the 
social facts of working class Chicago.  The poem “Halsted Street Car,” for example, 
referred to the trolley that ran through Addams’ ward.160  Also, Sandburg understood 
labor-capital relations as the primary cause of social strain, and his ongoing identification 
with the working class in Chicago Poems--and his invitation to the reader to do the same-
-mirrored how reformers like Addams, Kelley, and Lloyd had sought to cultivate 
democratic forms of association between workers and other citizens.  And Chicago-
centrism, of course, anchored Sandburg’s writing: it was Chicago that provided him with 
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unassailable evidence of the social costs of the industrial capitalist regime.  In a poem 
that recalled the plight of Jurgin Rudkus in Sinclair’s The Jungle, Sandburg described the 
bleak spectacle of a stockyards worker “sweeping blood off the floor” of a packinghouse 
in order to pay for the recent burial of a sickly child.161  In a sense, Chicago Poems took 
an even more Chicago-centric perspective than earlier works such as Sister Carrie or The 
Jungle: while Dreiser and Sinclair could still envision their working class protagonists 
escaping from the city, Sandburg imbued his Chicago and its inexorable cycle of labor--
“building, breaking, rebuilding”--with a great deal more centripetal force.162  It was the 
place “where all the trains ran,” a locale associated with “the end of life’s gamble” for 
working women in the mold of Carrie Meeber.163  Finally, Sandburg reinforced the strand 
of thought among liberal Chicagoans that celebrated the vitality of the city’s working 
class immigrant culture.  In the poem “Fellow Citizens,” Sandburg wrote:  
Down in Gilpin Place, near Hull House, was a man with his jaw 
     wrapped for a bad toothache,  
And he had it all over the butter millionaire, Jim Kirch, and the  
     mayor when it came to happiness. 
He is a maker of accordions and guitars and not only makes them 
     from start to finish, but plays them after he makes them.164   
 
Like Addams, Sandburg deeply admired Chicago’s local communities of southern and 
eastern Europeans for their cultural traditions.  He viewed their customs as more socially 
and artistically minded than the individualistic, grasping culture of native-born white 
Americans, and only by focusing on the dignity and vigor of these white immigrants 
could Sandburg temporarily avert his gaze from the destructive struggle between laborers 
and capitalists.  His admiration for these immigrant cultures was the only form of poetic 
compensation that Sandburg could obtain--or offer his reader--in the course of rendering 
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what amounted to a grim narrative of unrelenting toil.  In all of these ways, Sandburg’s 
poetry bore the imprint of Chicago’s liberal discourse on class. 
But if Chicago and Other Poems mirrored certain aspects of the investigatory 
mode, it also challenged the moral, pragmatic, community-of-interests worldview 
advanced by liberal Chicagoans.  By the time Sandburg published these poems, he had 
embraced the revolutionary industrial unionism of the Industrial Workers of the World 
(IWW), a militant labor organization founded in Chicago in 1905, and he had begun to 
contribute articles on corporate malfeasance and working class organization to the 
International Socialist Review.  He had also started to envision a political purpose for his 
poetry, and, as a result, he had begun to include poems in his articles.  This writing 
demonstrated that Sandburg had rejected the community-of-interests perspective that had 
dominated the thought of liberal Chicagoans.  He attacked the idea of arbitration, for 
example, arguing that the process served corporations but not the working class.  In 
Chicago and Other Poems, Sandburg’s outlook on social organization was most evident 
in how he portrayed--or rather elided--the middle class.  Unlike reformers such as 
Addams, who wished to preserve the social order of capitalism by fostering democratic 
relations between the working and middle classes, Sandburg envisioned a democratic 
community that consisted solely of workers.  And while Sinclair had mocked the thinking 
of settlement workers in The Jungle yet still acknowledged their ideological presence, 
Sandburg ignored the existence of middle class reformers altogether by creating a lyric 
cityscape in which only one social division mattered: the gulf between wealthy capitalists 
and impoverished laborers.  Sandburg’s poetic structures reinforced this social outlook: in 
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“Child of the Romans,” for instance, Sandburg indented a short description of an upper 
class railway dining car within a larger sketch of a laboring railroad worker, visually 
rendered how the production of wealth in an industrial capitalist society was imbedded 
within a narrative of immigrant toil and how social dependence--not interdependence--
defined industrial relations.165  For Sandburg, the root of economic strife was systemic, 
not social ethical, in nature.  When he pondered the meaning of an unidentified war 
memorial in the poem “Ready to Kill,” he longed to “smash the whole thing into a pile of 
junk to be hauled away to the scrap yard” and to replace it with statues honoring “the real 
huskies that are doing the work of the world.”166  Traditional American political and 
economic institutions, Sandburg insinuated, must be torn down and replaced with social 
structures that valued the nation’s true solider: the common laborer.  At bottom, his 
poems called for more sweeping democratic change on behalf of the working class and 
countered the evolutionary, progressive outlook on social reform adopted by liberal 
Chicagoans.167 
Chicago and Other Poems also reflected a broader trend in social democratic 
thought: how some white social reformers, in the wake of the election of 1912, had 
retreated from the position that the pursuit of economic justice for the workingman was 
tied to the struggle for black equality.  As suggested by such titles as “The Shovel Man,” 
“Muckers,” “Working Girls,” “To Certain Journeyman,” “Dynamiter,” and “Ice 
Handler,” Sandburg emphasized the working-class identities of his subjects above all else 
and downplayed their racial and ethnic backgrounds.  And when his poems did attend to a 
worker’s race or ethnicity, they typically valorized those white immigrants from southern 
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and eastern Europe upon whom industrialists relied for cheap, unskilled labor.  In other 
words, whiteness marked the Chicago worker, “laughing with white teeth,” in Sandburg’s 
poetry.  Blacks, by contrast, were hardly visible among the working ranks in Chicago and 
Other Poems, and the text all but ignored how labor-capital relations in Chicago and 
other industrial cities had fueled racial enmity between working class whites and blacks.  
Poems like “Ready to Kill,” for example, oriented the reader away from racial divisions 
and toward the economic roots of social conflict: in that poem, Sandburg scrutinized a 
war memorial, likely of the Civil War, but the statue only reminded him of the nation’s 
collective failure to free working people--not blacks--from bondage.  Sandburg’s poetry 
mirrored the growing tendency among democratic thinkers to detach the pursuit of social 
welfare reforms from the drive for black equality, and his verses also emblematized how 
social reformers, labor leaders, and white workers had excluded blacks from their vision 
of an organized working class.168 
Sandburg did confront directly the racial dimensions of class in one place: the 
poem “Nigger.”  These verses bore much of the symbolic freight in Chicago and Other 
Poems regarding black-white relations and the related problems of white racism and 
black labor.  In the poem, Sandburg followed a pattern that characterized many of the 
verses in the “Chicago Poems” subsection: he presented a common stereotype and then 
attempted to reveal the humanity obscured by the received image.  In the poem 
“Dynamiter,” for example, Sandburg had begun with the caricature of the violent 
revolutionary before transforming his subject into a noble family man.169  With “Nigger,” 
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Sandburg began in similar fashion by using the language of white racism to describe the 
most common racialist assumptions about blacks: 
I am the nigger 
Singer of songs, 
Dancer… 
Softer than fluff of cotton… 
Harder than dark earth 
Roads beaten in the sun 
By the bare feet of slaves… 
Foam of white teeth…breaking crash of laughter…  
Red love of the blood of woman, 
White love of the tumbling pickaninnies… 
Lazy love of the banjo thrum… 
Sweated and driven for the harvest-wage,170 
 
With these lines Sandburg evoked the stereotypical image of the African American 
worker: a black male agricultural laborer working in the cotton fields of the South.  This 
perception, Sandburg suggested, had its genesis in “Roads beaten in the sun / By the bare 
feet of slaves,” a phrase that evoked the long history of southern slavery and its 
oppressive caste system.  He went on to list other white stereotypes about blacks that had 
emerged out of that period: the idea of the rapacious, “foaming” black male with his “red 
love of the blood of woman”; the paternalistic notion of the child-like black; and the idea 
that the black laborer had to be “sweated and driven for the harvest wage” on account of 
inborn laziness.  The lines that followed, though, revealed a kind of slippage in this 
racialist vision of the southern black worker: 
Loud laugher with hands like hams, 
Fists toughened on the handles, 
Smiling the slumber dreams old jungles, 
Crazy as the sun and dew and dripping, heaving life of the jungle, 
Brooding and muttering with memories of shackles: 
   I am the nigger. 
   Look at me. 
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   I am the nigger.171 
  
By picturing his subject as “a loud laugher,” Sandburg gestured toward the role of the 
African American worker in the urban working class.172  Throughout Chicago and Other 
Poems, Sandburg had repeatedly portrayed laborers in the act of laughing as a way to 
underscore their indomitable spirit (subway workers “throw their laughter into toil” in 
“Subway,” for example), and for Sandburg to describe a black laborer in these terms was 
to implicitly admit him to the poet’s vision of a united working class.  The industrial 
capitalist order, intimated Sandburg, converted black vitality into labor--and that labor 
into profit--in the same way that it did with the white worker.  In addition, Sandburg’s 
reference to “hands like hams” recalled one of the few industries where blacks had found 
industrial work opportunities and unions that accepted African Americans: meatpacking.  
With these tropes, Sandburg momentarily evoked the presence of the northern black 
industrial worker and referenced one of the only sites where black and white laborers had 
occasionally met on equal terms.  If Chicago and Other Poems maintained the fiction that 
racial problems could be separated from labor-capital disputes or implied that the black 
laborer was a southern problem, the poem “Nigger” exposed the faulty premises of these 
assumptions even as it reproduced them.  What Sandburg uncovered, finally, beneath the 
received image of African American labor was not lust, docility, or laziness but anger--
black workers “Brooding and muttering with memories of shackles.” 
If these verses rendered the ongoing social construction of the black laborer by 
whites, they also made explicit how deep-rooted cultural racism had led white social 
reformers--including Sandburg--to ignore the racial dimensions of class.  To begin, 
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Sandburg’s poem demonstrated his fluency with the language of white racism and 
exposed how discriminatory racial attitudes had shaped his social outlook.  Also, by 
assuming the voice of the so-called stereotypical African American, Sandburg had 
appropriated that persona and refashioned it to his own poetic purposes.  In other words, 
his poem exemplified how white reformers co-opted black identity through the 
construction of stereotypes, which then became the basis of black-white relations and 
which precluded any possibility of black and white workers associating on the basis of 
economic interests.  Chicago and Other Poems reflected this ideological process, too, 
from a structural perspective: by confining his discussion of black-white relations to the 
poem “Nigger,” Sandburg allowed the voice of white racism to introduce American 
attitudes about blacks to the reader.  At the same time, the poem illuminated how the 
image of the black strikebreaker, which had defined African American labor in The 
Jungle, no longer emblematized the manner in which labor-capital relations activated 
racial antagonisms.  Now, it was the social racism of white workers and social reformers, 
not discriminatory corporate hiring practices, which precluded blacks from being 
recognized within the U.S. economic order.  While The Jungle had merely reinscribed 
those racial attitudes that reinforced divisions between black and white workers, 
Sandburg’s poem explored the social process through which the image of the black 
laborer was reproduced, and it registered a new awareness of how racism had kept whites 
from looking on blacks as fellow workers.173 
By staging the ideological process that formed racial stereotypes and by 
appropriating black identity in his poetry, Sandburg simultaneously exposed and 
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bolstered the social processes that had undermined relations between black and white 
workers.  “Nigger,” at bottom, exhibited how working class whites and blacks would be 
unable to form enduring bonds on behalf of economic goals as long as white racism--the 
intractable core of black-white relations--formed the primary basis of interracial 
association.  Stripped of voice, spirit, and agency in Chicago and Other Poems, the black 
laborer was left with “memories of shackles”--shackles that evoked not only the history 
of slavery but also the ongoing racial discrimination faced by the black worker.   
In sum, Chicago and Other Poems illuminated how--and why--white social 
reformers continued to overlook the racial dimensions of class.  It exhibited the hardened 
core of white racism that lay at the center of U.S. society, and it demonstrated how this 
racial ideology could easily overpower most attempts to nurture interracial working class 
solidarity or the tradition of racial liberalism.  At the same time, Chicago and Other 
Poems reinforced Chicago’s cultural status as an ambivalent symbol of U.S. democracy 
by portraying the city as both a national symbol of the human costs of capitalism and as 
an emblem of the enduring strength of the democratic spirit.  To Sandburg, Chicago 
embodied the oppressive power of monopoly even as it held out the promise of working 
class liberation.  If the city represented a kind of “ignorant fighter,” as Sandburg put it in 
the poem “Chicago,” he still believed that within it beat “the heart of the people.”174 
 
By the mid-1910s, the liberal discourse on class had evolved considerably.  At the 
outset of the new century, Baker, Addams, and other prominent white liberals in the 
Chicago network had viewed labor-capital relations as the most intractable problem of 
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the era, but escalating interracial violence in the mid-1900s, especially in Atlanta, 
Georgia and Springfield, Illinois, had led them to confront how racial antagonisms 
shaped labor-capital relations in a way that altered the contours of liberal idealism, 
expanded the national discourse on class, and positioned Chicagoans at the forefront on 
modern liberal thought.  By stressing the national dimensions of “the Negro problem” 
and the racial dimensions of class, liberal Chicagoans, following the lead of Wells-
Barnett and Du Bois, helped to spur the movement for racial reform that crested with the 
formation of the NAACP. 
But their recovery of the tradition of racial liberalism, though influential, was 
short-lived.  In particular, the Progressive Party convention in Chicago, which 
represented the forces of modern social reform to many prominent liberals, worked 
against the interracial liberal movement on behalf of racial equality.  By excluding 
southern black delegates from the national convention and by refusing to defend black 
rights, the Progressive Party helped to ensure that the social welfare agenda of modern 
liberalism, despite the efforts of Addams and Du Bois, would be grounded in a policy of 
racial exclusion.  Though some liberal Chicagoans had attempted to confront racial 
inequity within the broader discourse on class, it became clear after the election of 1912 
that their social analyses had yet to take root.  When Baker described black-white 
relations in 1913 as “the most serious single group of problems that the nation has ever 
had to meet,” only a few white liberals, along with black social reformers, shared this 
perspective or maintained that racial injustice must be confronted before economic justice 
could be attained.175 
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 In back of evolving liberal thought lay the city of Chicago, which had emerged as 
a vital cultural force by the 1910s.  Its social, political, and economic conditions 
continued to shape the thinking of prominent liberal reformers, and to more than a few 
observers the metropolis signified the ambivalent contours of democracy in the United 
States.  Addams, for example, could suggest that Chicago’s accomplishments in the 
realm of social reform would soon match its commercial successes and yet lament how 
liberals had failed to uphold the tradition of racial liberalism during the Progressive 
convention.176  Wells-Barnett, meanwhile, endorsed the notion that Chicago “points the 
way to the political salvation of the race” even as it cast into sharp relief how blacks had 
failed to defend their political rights in other parts of the country.177  According to Baker, 
the city continued to spark discussions about progressive social reform and reflected how 
women like Addams were shaping liberal politics--and it also exposed how economic 
competition between black and white workers fostered racial hostility toward African 
Americans.178  Sandburg may have captured the ambivalent cultural register of Chicago--
and American democratic thought--most vividly.  His poems simultaneously associated 
the city with the worst deprivations of industrial capitalism and with the indomitable 
spirit of the working class, and his writing also reflected how white racism had 
undermined the labor movement and led white social reformers to detach their crusade 
for economic justice from the pursuit of racial equality.  In other words, Chicago 
signified both the enduring democratic spirit of the American people and the suppression 
of that spirit--and within the city one could hear the rumblings of African American 
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discontent with the racial status quo and glimpse the ominous future of black-white 
relations. 
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Chapter Five 
 
“A Heritage of Racial Prejudice”: Midwestern Race Riots, 
Liberal Chicagoans, and the Evolution of Modern Liberalism 
 
In June 1916, Baker reported “gathering clouds along the color line” in an article 
for World’s Work magazine.1  His assessment of black-white relations in America 
stemmed, in part, from his ongoing attentiveness to the racial dimensions of class: Baker 
began his analysis of the racial status quo by describing how rising competition between 
black and white laborers in the southern cotton industry had inflamed racial tensions in 
the region.  His preoccupation with domestic race relations led him to gloss over the 
influence of World War I on these economic trends, i.e. how European belligerents had 
depressed the global cotton market by blockading overseas trade routes and declaring 
certain nonmilitary goods, including cotton, contraband.2  Instead, Baker stressed how the 
struggle over jobs and land tenancy contracts in the South had resulted in white attacks 
on black laborers, which underscored how competition between workers fomented racial 
antagonism in the nation. 
Other social trends also contributed to Baker’s pessimistic appraisal of race 
relations in the U.S.  He reported, for example, that widespread disillusionment had set in 
among African Americans with regard to the federal government and its willingness to 
protect their civil rights.  Blacks were especially alarmed, recounted Baker, by President 
Wilson’s endorsement of segregation in federal departments, by Wilson’s failure to 
reappoint many black federal employees, and by recent efforts on the part of Congress to 
pass laws that would segregate streetcars in the District of Columbia and defund black 
educational institutions.3  Baker further observed that white liberals in the North and 
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Midwest remained indifferent to the country’s racial tensions even as social and 
economic conditions for blacks deteriorated in the South, where whites continued to 
oppress African Americans through discriminatory laws and violence.  Now, wrote 
Baker, whites no longer relied on the pretense that lynching punished black assaults on 
white womanhood; instead, lynch mobs baldy attacked African Americans as a way to 
keep them ensconced at the bottom of the socioeconomic order.  Even more troubling for 
Baker was how all of this had come about in spite of the impressive gains made by blacks 
in education and property ownership.  Together, these trends had fostered a new 
“restlessness” among African Americans, he argued, and this growing sense of unease 
had swelled the ranks of those favoring Du Bois’ program of “agitative organization” on 
behalf of black civil rights.4  Baker’s own attitude toward racial reform, in fact, had 
drifted in this direction.  Disturbed by the segregationist policies of the Wilson 
administration, he had grown increasingly supportive of the NAACP, which had named 
him an honorary vice-president in 1915.5 
Baker tried to maintain his characteristic optimism in “Gathering Clouds Along 
the Color Line,” but the devolving state of black-white relations in the country had 
clearly shaken his faith in the prospects for improving the racial status quo.  Though he 
pointed to burgeoning support for black education, rising conservatism in the African 
American business community, and growing awareness of the “economic 
interdependence of the races” as signs of racial progress, these social currents did not 
alter his feeling that a perilous state of affairs obtained between blacks and whites in the 
nation.6  “It is a condition full of danger,” wrote Baker, “not only to the Negro and the 
	   343	  
South, but to the whole country: and its most menacing aspect is the contemptuous 
indifference of a large part of white America to what is going on in the depths of the 
volcano just below.”7  Chastising northern whites for failing to recognize black-white 
relations as a national, and not a southern, problem, Baker closed his article with a 
warning: “Injustice sooner or later brings its sure reward—and the more monstrous the 
injustice, the more terrible the consequences.”8  His analysis reflected how prominent 
liberals in the Chicago network continued to stress the racial dimensions of class and to 
highlight the national aspects of the “Negro problem,” and it also revealed that such a 
diagnosis of domestic social conditions had failed to take root in “a large part of white 
America.”  Now, the specter of racial violence loomed even larger over the nation.9 
 
Wartime Pressures on Black-White Relations and the East St. Louis Race Riot of 
1917 
 
 In his discussion of the slumping cotton industry, Baker had focused on the social 
consequences of this economic trend for southern workers, but his analysis had much 
broader implications: it reflected the extraordinary influence exerted by World War I on 
the American economy and on industrial relations--and black-white relations--in the 
United States.  The Great War pitted the Central Powers of Germany and Austria-
Hungary against the Allied forces of Great Britain, France, and Russia, and when 
hostilities first broke out in August of 1914, it had spurred a sharp economic downturn in 
America.  Germany, Austria-Hungary, France, and Great Britain had all abandoned the 
gold standard upon entering the war, and this had led panicked Europeans to sell off their 
American securities for gold, which, in turn, had drained the U.S. gold reserves and 
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caused the global financial markets to shut down.  The banking and credit crunch that 
ensued in the United States sent shock waves through the economy as business slowed, 
employers reduced workforces, unemployment spiked, and food prices climbed.  It 
further unsettled U.S. manufacturers when England began boarding American ships and 
seizing or rerouting goods as part of its naval blockade of Germany.  Within a few 
months, however, European demand for American resources, goods, and credit started to 
breathe new life into the U.S. economy.  Between 1915 and 1917, when the U.S. entered 
the war on the side of the Allies, production boomed in many industries including iron, 
steel, copper, and grain.10 
This surging demand for American goods and materials had profound 
consequences for U.S. industrial relations and for the country’s liberal discourse on class.  
In the early years of the Great War, prior to U.S. intervention, labor-capital relations in 
America had become increasingly strained.  While capitalists had sought to circumvent or 
overturn labor standards like the eight-hour day in order to boost production, workers had 
demanded better working conditions and wage levels commensurate with the rising cost 
of living, and in this fractious climate the number of work stoppages had risen sharply.  
As for the liberal discourse on class, the outbreak of World War I had splintered the pre-
war liberal consensus over social priorities.  During the presidential election of 1912, 
many American liberals had agreed that the pursuit of economic justice for the 
workingman should take precedence over other social imperatives, but once the Great 
War broke out, some prominent liberals, chief among them former president Theodore 
Roosevelt, had shifted their focus to the war and its implications for America.  In 
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addition, some social reformers who had formerly agreed on a progressive platform 
developed sharply conflicting attitudes about the war as pacifists like Addams opposed 
military buildup while advocates of “preparedness” like Roosevelt called for America to 
ready itself for battle.11 
But a new spirit of cooperation emerged in both the national liberal community 
and in labor-capital relations after the United States entered the war.  Many prominent 
liberals and social reformers, including John Dewey, W.E.B. Du Bois, Herbert Croly, and 
the journalist Walter Lippmann, threw their support behind the war effort, and those 
public figures that continued to oppose it, such as Addams and Secretary of State William 
Jennings Bryan, were increasingly marginalized.  Also, conflicts between labor and 
capital began to diminish after the federal government created the War Industries Board, 
the National War Labor Board, and other wartime agencies that brought labor and capital 
together, under the aegis of the state, in order to coordinate the production and 
distribution of goods, including wage levels and prices.  Both organized labor and 
business leaders benefited from these new institutional arrangements: industrialists 
enjoyed tremendous influence over the economy and profited handsomely from 
government contracts, and the AFL won a seat at the table in production councils and 
federal support for their campaign to raise wages, improve working conditions, and 
legitimize collective bargaining.  Numerous state governments reinforced these political 
economic trends by passing legislation that safeguarded workers, particularly women and 
children.  More militant unions such as the IWW, however, were persecuted for their 
opposition to the war.12  At bottom, when America entered World War I, it created 
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enormous pressure for industrialists and laborers to meet wartime production targets, and 
this spurred the federal government along with social reformers to confront anew the 
social costs of industrial production, which led to new forms of institutional cooperation 
between labor, capital, and the state and to important gains for workers.  Also, when 
these new federal agencies managed to effectively coordinate the wartime economy, it 
appeared to sanction the expansion of the state into economic affairs and to endorse a 
community-of-interests approach to labor-capital relations.13 
If the Great War had the overall effect of reducing tensions in U.S. industrial 
relations, it had the opposite effect on racial and ethnic antagonisms, which became 
inflamed in the tense social atmosphere of wartime America.  Advocates of preparedness, 
who had called for national unity in the face of European aggression, rapidly became 
hostile toward those immigrants suspected of sympathizing with the Central Powers, 
particularly German-Americans and Irish-Americans.  Native-born whites launched a 
full-blown campaign for “100-percent-Americanism” as local defense councils and 
voluntary organizations like the American Protective League began to monitor and 
punish suspected dissidents, many of whom were of German extraction.  African 
Americans, too, continued to face discrimination at home and abroad during the war.  
Black soldiers in the U.S. military, for example, were rigidly segregated from white 
troops, typically relegated to labor duties, and denied the opportunity to achieve a rank 
higher than captain.  Also, black antiwar activists, who often challenged the notion that 
the U.S. was fighting a war for democracy by pointing to domestic racial conditions, 
were monitored and sometimes jailed.  In these ways, World War I fostered a jingoistic 
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social climate in the United States that legitimated the persecution of both white 
immigrants and blacks, further constricting the racial and ethnic boundaries of American 
society.14 
 The Great War shaped the industrial and racial conditions of the United States in 
one other crucial way: it quickened and intensified the northward migration of southern 
blacks.  This social process accelerated, in part, because of the dwindling supply of 
factory workers in the North and Midwest.  The outbreak of World War I precipitated a 
major labor shortage in those regions as many white European immigrants--the backbone 
of the industrial labor force--returned to their countries of origin to fight in the war or to 
protect their families.  At the same time, immigration into America slowed to a trickle, 
which further constricted the labor supply.  It only compounded the problem when the 
United States entered the war in 1917 and native-born workers began to enlist in the U.S. 
Armed Forces.  Desperate for more workers, many northern and midwestern industrialists 
began looking to the southern black workforce as a potential source of labor.  Employers 
in the meatpacking, automobile, steel, and other industries offered positions to African 
Americans that were previously denied to them, and this encouraged black southern 
workers to head north.15  Recent natural disasters in the South also made northern factory 
work appear more attractive: boll weevil infestation, for instance, had been ravaging 
southern cotton crops since the mid-1900s, and this had convinced some planters to turn 
to less labor-intensive crops or to temporarily abandon production, leaving their black 
wage hands destitute and unemployed.  In addition, African Americans continued to 
migrate northward in search of better educational opportunities or to escape the 
	   348	  
discriminatory laws, social racism, and violence that undergirded the southern caste 
system.  When the heightened demand for labor combined with these other social forces, 
it swelled the migration of southern blacks to record proportions.  Between 1916 and 
1919, nearly half a million southern African Americans headed north, and approximately 
50,000-75,000 of these black migrants settled in Chicago.16   
Although the African American populations of many northern and midwestern 
cities exploded during the World War I period, it was Chicago, especially, that fired the 
imagination of southern black migrants.  The city loomed large for southern blacks for a 
number of reasons, not the least of which was that Chicago offered black workers more 
work opportunities in the meatpacking, iron, steel, and other industries.  In some cases, 
too, employers used labor agents and recruiters to publicize these opportunities 
throughout the southern region, which further raised the profile of the city.  Also, 
Chicago’s enormous rail system made the city accessible throughout the South and, in 
fact, the most accessible metropolis for many blacks that departed from Mississippi, 
Texas, Arkansas, Louisiana, and Alabama.17  New groups of black migrants often arrived 
in the city after lynchings had taken place in their community.  The black poet Langston 
Hughes captured the cultural magnetism of Chicago for migrating blacks when he 
recounted his own perception of the city as a teenager living in Kansas in 1915.  “The 
railroad tracks ran to Chicago,” Hughes wrote, “and Chicago was the biggest town in the 
world to me.”18  Another migrant from Hattiesburg, Mississippi remembered how “the 
packing houses in Chicago for a while seemed to be everything…you could not rest in 
your bed at night for Chicago.”19  The Chicago Commission on Race Relations later 
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described how Chicago represented “the top of the world” to many southern black 
migrants.20 
Cultural forces also encouraged black southerners to link the promise of social 
advance with the city of Chicago.  In this regard, no institution was more important than 
the Chicago Defender.  This African American weekly, the most widely read newspaper 
in the black South, played a key role in promoting the idea among southern blacks that 
the journey to Chicago would bring higher wages, better educational opportunities, more 
freedom, and improved social standing.  Launched in 1905 by Robert S. Abbott, a black 
southerner who had attended the Hampton Institute before earning a law degree from the 
Kent College of Law, the Defender was militant and uncompromising in its efforts to 
advance the black race.  Not only did the weekly highlight African American 
achievements and emphasize how some black Chicagoans attended integrated schools 
and held elected office, it relentlessly exposed white injustices against blacks, including 
white-on-black violence in the South, and it demanded equal civil and political rights for 
African Americans.  By World War I, the Defender was outselling all other black papers 
in the United States, and two-thirds of its subscribers lived outside of Chicago.  Many 
black southerners, who distrusted the southern press, viewed the Defender as a reliable 
source of information on black-white relations and on African American life in the North 
and Midwest.  The outspoken Defender also strengthened the cultural association 
between the city of Chicago and the aggressive pursuit of black civil rights.  In 1916, 
when the Defender began to promote the employment opportunities opening to blacks in 
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northern and midwestern industries and to encourage blacks to leave the South, it further 
propelled the northward migration of southern blacks.21 
Through the Defender, Abbott became an influential participant in Chicago’s 
liberal discourse.  In certain respects, the social outlook of the Defender, and of Abbott, 
reflected the investigatory mode of liberal Chicagoans like Addams and Wells-Barnett.  
Abbot’s main editorial impulse was one of exposure: like Wells-Barnett, he sought to 
reveal the South’s violent oppression of blacks, and he provided graphic descriptions of 
southern lynchings in the Defender.  Also, Abbott adopted a pragmatic, moral, Chicago-
centric outlook on social reform.  His perspective on labor unions, for example, reflected 
this pragmatic bent: at various points he attacked union racism, opposed strikes, defended 
black strikebreaking, demanded that unions accept blacks, and encouraged blacks to 
unionize--adapting his position as the conditions for black labor in Chicago evolved.22  
He showed a willingness, too, to adapt his thinking on black advance: Abbott believed in 
the Washingtonian principles of self-help and industrial education, yet he also demanded 
equal civil and political rights for blacks, and he supported a more prominent role for the 
state in social affairs whenever it advanced or defended African American interests.  In 
addition, Abbott promoted a community-of-interest perspective on labor-capital relations 
and opposed those who sought to fundamentally alter the capitalist system:  “Labor is 
helpless without capital,” the Defender declared, “and vice versa.”23  Furthermore, 
throughout the Defender, he emphasized the economic and cultural attainments of black 
Chicagoans in order to bolster his arguments about the desirability of life in the North.  
Abbot’s outlook did diverge from the investigatory mode, however, in two key respects.  
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He viewed racial antagonism, not labor-capital relations, as the primary source of social 
conflict, and as a result he showed little concern for the problem of monopoly.  Also, his 
moral outlook on social reform relied on the promotion of middle class values like 
honesty and thrift, not the development of a social ethics that would bridge the working 
and middle classes, and in this sense Abbott was far less concerned about breaking down 
barriers between social classes than liberals like Addams, Wells-Barnett, and Baker.  
Hence Abbot’s worldview both reflected and challenged the investigatory mode of liberal 
Chicagoans, and his weekly became a mainstay of Chicago’s liberal discourse, providing 
black reformers like Wells-Barnett with an influential platform for investigating incidents 
of racial injustice and for demanding redress from state officials and citizens.24 
Encouraged by Abbot and The Defender, southern African Americans poured into 
Chicago and other northern and midwestern cities between 1916 and 1918, and this 
seismic demographic shift had profound repercussions for both industrial and black-white 
relations.  Most immediately, those blacks that came in search of employment met 
hostility and opposition from white workers.25  As factory doors opened to black 
Americans in the industrial centers of the North and Midwest, it stirred resentment among 
unskilled white laborers, who typically competed with African American migrants for 
available positions.  Also, racial discrimination remained rampant in the skilled trades, 
including building and railroading, and most AFL-affiliated craft unions along with the 
railroad brotherhoods continued to either exclude African Americans or to segregate their 
locals.  Alarmed by the growing number of blacks seeking employment, both non-union 
and organized white workers began to allege that corporate managers were encouraging 
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the migration of southern blacks so that they could replace disgruntled whites, and these 
accusations were increasingly levied in racialized terms that stressed how black labor 
threatened the livelihood of the white working class.  In addition, many working and 
middle class whites perceived the growing population of African Americans as a threat to 
their social status, especially when some blacks began to settle in white communities and 
to wield more political influence.  As these social and economic pressures intensified, so, 
too, did white hostility to migrating blacks.26  
These racial tensions in the North and Midwest came to a head in the city of East 
St. Louis, Illinois not long after America entered the Great War.  A railway hub and 
industrial center of southern Illinois, East St. Louis possessed meatpacking plants, 
aluminum works, and iron foundries that collectively employed thousands of workers.  
Blacks made up ten percent of the population, and a state of de facto segregation existed 
in the city’s industrial facilities, public schools, and residential areas.  Throughout the 
World War I period, large numbers of black southern migrants had started arriving in 
East St. Louis in search of factory jobs and better living conditions, and as the African 
American population rose, relations between blacks and whites became increasingly 
strained.  During the summer of 1917, the climate of racial antagonism in the city reached 
a fever pitch, and a race riot broke out that surpassed all other interracial conflicts of the 
new century for brutality and destructiveness.27 
Violence first erupted on May 28 after a labor protest meeting at City Hall.  
During this “anti-race” meeting, delegates of the East St. Louis Central Trades and Labor 
Union had decried the influx of black labor, and a local attorney had hinted darkly at 
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impending mob violence.28  After the conference, large numbers of white residents, 
roused by the protest and by unconfirmed rumors of black-on-white violence, assembled 
in the downtown district and formed a mob that began attacking blacks in the streets and 
destroying African American establishments.  White-on-black violence continued the 
following evening as whites beat African American workers that were exiting the 
meatpacking plants and burned down black residences.  Some blacks and whites 
exchanged gunfire, and only when the Illinois National Guardsmen arrived and 
eventually gained control of the white rioters did the violence subside.  Throughout June, 
isolated incidents of white-on-black violence continued, including an attack by white 
strikers on black workers at the Aluminum Ore Company.  On the evening of July 1, a 
number of whites fired on African American residences while driving through a black 
neighborhood, and when a police car returned to investigate, resident blacks, believing it 
to be the earlier vehicle, fired on the car and killed two white detectives.  Local whites 
discovered the bullet-riddled police cruiser parked outside of the police station the 
following morning, and some pointed to it as evidence of black mobilization.  White 
laborers quickly convened a protest meeting at the Labor Temple where audience 
members were instructed to arm themselves, and after the meeting groups of whites 
began indiscriminately shooting and assaulting blacks in downtown East St. Louis.  By 
the early evening, violence had consumed the city as roving bands of whites attacked, 
stoned, clubbed, and murdered African American men, women, and children, even 
lynching one black resident.  One eyewitness account of the riot by a St. Louis Post 
Dispatch staff reporter captured the unchecked brutality of the white rioters: 
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For an hour and a half last evening I saw the massacre of helpless Negroes at 
Broadway and Fourth street, in downtown East St. Louis, where a black skin was 
a death warrant…I saw man after man, with hands raised, pleading for his life, 
surrounded by groups of men — men who had never seen him before and knew 
nothing about him except that he was black — and saw them administer the 
historic sentence of intolerance, death by stoning.  I saw one of these men, almost 
dead from a savage shower of stones, hanged with a clothes line, and when it 
broke, hanged with a rope which held….The East St. Louis affair, as I saw it, was 
a man hunt.29  
Some blacks formed gangs and fought back, but they were heavily outnumbered and 
resistance was scattered.  Whites also burned down over two hundred black homes, the 
majority of which were located in a black vice district known as Black Valley.  As for 
law enforcement, many residents reported that local policemen and Illinois National 
Guardsmen, who had been recalled to quell the riot, had left blacks to the mercy of the 
white rioters, and, in some cases, participated in the attacks.30  By the time the mob had 
spent its fury, ashes and bodies littered the streets.  At least thirty-nine blacks and nine 
whites died during the East St. Louis riot, and many of the African American victims 
were not recent migrants--a reflection of how white rioters had attempted to purge the 
city of its black residents.31 
It was no coincidence that the riot had erupted after a protest meeting at a Labor 
Temple.  Prior to the riot, tensions between white and black laborers had been running 
high as local white workers became increasingly convinced that industrialists were 
importing southern blacks in order to replace them.  In 1916, for example, the Aluminum 
Ore Company had clashed with its white workforce, and afterwards workers had 
established the Aluminum Ore Employees Protective Association and affiliated with the 
AFL, while management had started hiring more black workers.  When the company 
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crushed a strike by the association in April 1917, many of the strikers accused blacks of 
taking their jobs, even though the majority of strikebreakers had been white.  In 1916, 
Armour & Co., Morris & Co., and Swift & Co. had also employed black strikebreakers 
when packinghouse workers struck to attain union recognition.32  As the black population 
in the city increased, unskilled white workers in East St. Louis began to condemn 
industrialists for hiring black employees, claiming that this practice had been responsible 
for their uncertain employment conditions and for failed strikes.  It was a shortage of 
white labor that had led corporations to rely more heavily on blacks, not their desire to 
replace white workers, but these charges by white workers found a receptive audience 
among local whites already anxious over the rising population of African Americans, and 
it laid the groundwork for interracial conflict.  Though labor organizers had not 
necessarily advocated violence or participated in the riot, they had contributed to the 
volatile climate by making racial appeals to citizens, by warning of a “race war,” and by 
condoning the white uprising.  In this way, the East St. Louis race riot illuminated how 
job competition between blacks and whites, which the Great Migration had heightened, 
could rapidly devolve into white-on-black violence, and it also demonstrated how the 
threat of the black strikebreaker continued to reinforce discriminatory attitudes among 
white workers.33 
Political and social currents, too, had fostered a climate of racial hatred in East St. 
Louis.  During the Congressional and municipal elections of the previous year, the 
Democratic Party had won some victories--and stirred up white enmity towards African 
Americans--by claiming that Republicans had plotted to “colonize” southern blacks in the 
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city and thus increase the number of black voters, who traditionally voted Republican.  
Also, press outlets drew on the influx of southern blacks in order to fan white anxieties 
over black crime and to stir up fears among middle class whites of a “residential 
invasion” of African Americans.  Moreover, a longstanding tradition of graft, corruption, 
and contempt for the law in municipal politics had fostered a climate of moral and civic 
laxity among political leaders, who had shown little interest in quelling the riot or 
protecting the black citizens of East St. Louis.  Since public officials had not only failed 
to diffuse these racial tensions but had actually condoned them, more than one editorial 
compared the riot to a pogrom--a reference to the violent campaigns against Jews waged 
by the Russian Empire in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.34 
Many black and white Americans were horrified by the gruesome accounts of the 
riot provided by eyewitnesses.  The Outlook pronounced, “So long as a single man, black 
or white, it put to death by mob violence within the confines of the United States without 
due process of law, America cannot hold itself free from shame.”35  The Negro 
Fellowship League termed the riot “a very orgy of inhuman butchery.”36  After visiting 
the city, Illinois Gov. Frank O. Lowden stated frankly, “I know of no outrages that have 
been perpetrated in the South that surpass the conditions I found in East St. Louis.”37  
Some southern press outlets pointed to the riot as proof that blacks should remain in the 
South: the Atlanta Constitution gloated, “And all of this happened in the home State of 
Abraham Lincoln, who guaranteed the black man freedom from bondage and equality 
before the law!”38 
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Many prominent white liberals, however, remained silent about the riot, and 
Theodore Roosevelt was one of the only white public figures to publically denounce it.  
He called for the federal government to “stop murder” and nearly came to blows with 
AFL President Samuel Gompers over the riot during a public reception in New York City 
for the Russian ambassador.39  During the event, Roosevelt and Gompers argued over the 
riot’s cause: Roosevelt insisted that there was “no provocation” for  “such appalling 
brutality,” while Gompers sided with the AFL President of Illinois, arguing that 
employers had lured blacks northward “to break the back of labor.”40  As their 
disagreement grew rancorous, Roosevelt retorted, “I will go to any extreme to bring 
justice to the laboring man, but when there is murder I will put him down.”41  Ironically, 
though they disagreed about the cause of the riot--Gompers blamed capital, and 
Roosevelt, implicitly, faulted labor--both of their responses reflected how white liberals 
were increasingly unwilling to acknowledge the racial dimensions of class: how 
economic competition between workers had fostered racial animosity towards African 
Americans, and how white racism, in turn, had exacerbated tensions between workers 
and between labor and capital.42 
To prominent blacks leaders, however, the causes of the riot were evident: the 
racism of white laborers and the failure of the state to safeguard black rights.  When the 
riot broke out, Wells-Barnett and the Negro Fellowship League, for example, 
immediately drew up a series of resolutions that condemned “the reckless indifference of 
public officials” and stressed the “right of every American citizen to work in every field 
of honest labor, demanding the fullest protection of the law.”43  The league had then 
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dispatched Wells-Barnett to assess the situation in East St. Louis, and there she had 
accompanied black survivors to the remains of their homes and surveyed the destruction 
wrought by the riot.  After meeting with Governor Lowden and demanding that the state 
provide for displaced blacks and investigate the breakdown of law, Wells-Barnett 
returned to East St. Louis to find witnesses who would testify to the unresponsiveness of 
the state militia.  Based on these inquiries, the Negro Fellowship League prepared a 
memorial for the federal government that explained the riot in these terms: “The riot was 
no sudden outburst of passion. It was a combination of a publicly declared determination 
on the part of white laborers to drive colored laborers from work or kill them. There was 
no provocation by acts of lawless blacks, no drunkenness on the part of the whites — 
nothing but the deadly vindictiveness of labor trouble accentuated by hatred toward the 
Negro.”44  In her pamphlet on the riot, The East St. Louis Massacre (1917), Wells-Barnett 
used even starker language to describe the role of white laborers in fomenting the riot: 
“The labor unions which have this country by the throat, which paralyze its industries, 
dynamite its buildings and murder men at their own sweet will — refuse to let Negroes 
work with them and murder them if they work anyway, in what they call "white men's 
jobs."45  For Wells-Barnett, the East St. Louis riot symbolized how labor movement 
racism fostered racial discrimination against blacks, and in general, the riot led black 
social reformers to focus on the racial dimensions of class conflict with renewed 
intensity.46 
Du Bois, too, laid the bloodshed in East St. Louis at the doorstep of white labor.  
In the aftermath of the riot, the NAACP had dispatched Du Bois and Martha Gruening, a 
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white social worker, to investigate its causes, and they reported that “a combination of the 
jealousy of white labor unions and prejudice” lay behind the riot.47  Du Bois and 
Druening described how union leaders had stirred white anger toward African Americans 
by condemning black migrants in both economic and racial terms: on May 23, 1917, for 
example, Edward F. Mason, Secretary of the Central Trades and Labor Union, had 
warned local delegates of how employers and real estate owners were benefiting from the 
influx of southern blacks “to the detriment of our white citizens.”48  Du Bois later 
expanded on this analysis by situating the East St. Louis riot within a national and global 
context in Darkwater: Voices From Within the Veil (1920).49  The economic imperatives 
of World War I, Du Bois argued, had created an opportunity for unskilled white laborers 
to collectivize, but their failure to do so had led them to displace the anger they felt 
towards industrialists and exclusionary craft unions--with the encouragement of 
organized labor--onto blacks.  Du Bois explained:  
Here were black men, guilty not only of bidding for jobs which white men could 
have held at war prices, even if they could not fill, but also guilty of being black!  
It was at this blackness that the unions pointed the accusing finger.  It was here 
that they committed the unpardonable crime.  It was here that they entered the 
Shadow of Hell, where suddenly from a fight for wage and protection against 
industrial oppression East St. Louis became the center of the oldest and nastiest 
form of human oppression,--race hatred.50   
 
Other metropolises like Chicago, Detroit, Pittsburgh, and New York, Du Bois wrote, 
were experiencing the same kind of racially-charged economic unrest during which white 
workers were banding together and defending their economic interests by emphasizing 
their shared whiteness.51  Yet this was “no simple question of race antagonism,” Du Bois 
concluded, but also one of aggrandizing capitalism, in which a white capitalist elite 
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sought to expand their global reach by profiting off of the labor of middle and working 
class whites, blacks, and other races.52  East St. Louis represented but one example of 
how white economic groups, including industrialists and organized labor, legitimated 
their claims to dominion by invoking their professed racial superiority.  Though Du Bois, 
who had drifted steadily toward socialism, now rooted global social injustice in the 
organization of work, he still maintained that racial parity was essential to bringing about 
an economic revolution.  For that reason he asserted that the ill treatment of American 
blacks represented “the greatest hindrance today to the reorganization of work and 
redistribution of wealth, not only in America, but in the world.”53 
The public outcry over the riot forced both the state of Illinois and the federal 
government to investigate its causes and abuses, but these intercessions did little to 
punish white participants in the riot.  First, a Military Board of Inquiry refused to 
condemn the conduct of the Illinois National Guard, glossing over any evidence that 
might incriminate the militamen.  The Assistant Attorney General of Illinois also led a 
grand jury investigation of the riot in which over one hundred blacks and whites were 
arrested but few were convicted--with blacks receiving more punitive sentences than 
whites.  Meanwhile, the NAACP tried to arouse federal support for legislation that would 
punish mob violence by conducting a “Silent Parade” in New York City that attracted 
thousands, but President Wilson refused to speak out on the riot or convene a federal 
grand jury to investigate whether blacks in East St. Louis had been denied their 
constitutional rights.54  The House of Representatives finally assembled a sub-committee 
to conduct hearings in East St. Louis in October and November of 1917, and while 
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committee members condemned local employers, labor leaders, and politicians for 
fostering a climate of racial intolerance, their investigation did not induce the state of 
Illinois to issue more indictments.55 
The East St. Louis race riot pointed up how black and white social reformers were 
coming to understand the relationship between racial discrimination and labor-capital 
disputes in very different terms.  As white liberals became less willing to acknowledge 
the racial dimensions of class conflict, black social reformers continued to stress the 
interdependence of the campaigns for racial and economic justice, and these ideological 
trends revealed how black and white thinkers were only drifting further apart in their 
analyses of the root causes of social strain.  In addition, the riot convinced many blacks 
that the federal government would not defend their civil rights, which led more African 
American reformers to call for agitative organization through groups like the NAACP 
and the Negro Fellowship League.56  Some black leaders began to recommend that 
African Americans purchase arms and prepare to defend themselves.  Ferdinand L. 
Barnett, for one, counseled an assembly of Chicagoans to “arm yourselves now with guns 
and pistols…You may be victims in Chicago within a fortnight of such murders and 
outrages as have taken place in East St. Louis.”57  At bottom, the riot exposed how white 
liberal reformers were narrowing their conception of class to one that emphasized 
employer-worker divisions and that ignored the role of white racism in industrial 
relations.  Their unresponsiveness to the race riot, combined with the muted reaction of 
the federal government, confirmed what many black Americans had long suspected: 
when it came to the defense of black civil rights, African Americans were on their own. 
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“The Moral Responsibility for Race Rioting”: The Chicago Race Riot of 1919 and 
the Evolution of Modern Liberalism 
 
 When Germany and the Allies signed an armistice on November 11, 1918 that 
ended the fighting in World War I, it marked the beginning of a period of social and 
economic turmoil in America.  As federal war agencies shut down and industries 
reorganized for peacetime production, powerful new tensions emerged in the postwar 
domestic economy.  To begin, employers and workers clashed as organized labor fought 
to defend its wartime gains--higher wages, the eight-hour day, union recognition--while 
capitalists attempted to reestablish the prewar industrial status quo.  Prices also continued 
to climb, which created widespread anxiety over inflation and fueled workers’ demands 
for corresponding wage increases.  Furthermore, millions of war veterans and war 
industry workers flooded the labor market just as employers were scaling back 
operations, and when unemployment spiked in April of 1919, it caused the number of 
strikes and lockouts to rise dramatically.  Industrial relations continued to deteriorate in 
the fall as thousands of railroad workers conducted wildcat strikes and organized labor 
staged massive strikes in the steel and bituminous coal industries.  All told, four million 
workingmen and women struck in 1919, and this extraordinary figure reflected how 
workers and employers bitterly disagreed over whether wartime labor reforms 
represented temporary emergency measures or the new status quo for industrial 
relations.58 
Increasingly, the city of Chicago became associated with the growing militancy of 
organized labor in postwar America.  In 1919, Chicago witnessed more strikes than any 
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other city save New York City.  It also became a focal point of the growing movement 
among laborers to pursue a working-class agenda through political channels: the Chicago 
branch of the AFL formed a new labor party and embraced “Labor’s Fourteen Points,” 
which called for the eight-hour day, a minimum wage, public works projects to offset 
unemployment, and other reforms, and on November 22, 1919, state and local labor 
parties gathered in Chicago to establish a national Labor Party.  In a contemporaneous 
study of industrial relations, Baker observed, “Labor is more closely organized, more 
self-conscious, more advanced in its views in Chicago than in any other American 
city.”59  Sandburg, too, portrayed the Chicago workforce as the vanguard of organized 
labor, particularly in terms of organizing workers across racial lines.60  All of these trends 
contributed to the perception that Chicago lay at the center of postwar campaign to 
defend the interests of the working class.61 
Labor unrest took on a more threatening aspect for many Americans as 
communism gained an international foothold in the postwar period.  After Russian 
communists ascended to power in the Bolshevik Revolution of 1917, other communist 
movements followed in Hungary and Germany in 1919, and in March of that year 
workers founded the Third International, an international communist organization that 
symbolized the global advance of the workers’ movement.  These political developments 
cast the ongoing labor insurgencies in postwar America in a revolutionary light and 
fueled a domestic anti-communist movement that precipitated waves of hysteria and 
violence in the U.S.  In February 1919, a general strike of nearly 100,000 workers in 
Seattle, Washington made the threat of worker revolution palpable to many Americans, 
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and anxious employers, political leaders, and middle and upper class observers 
increasingly blamed “communist agitators” for domestic work stoppages.  On May 1, a 
day of celebration for the international labor movement, unknown insurgents mailed 
bombs to thirty-six prominent American political figures while U.S. servicemen clashed 
with socialists in numerous cities.  Although the perpetrators of these bombings were 
never identified, many Americans attributed the attacks to communists, radicals, or the 
IWW, and another series of bombings on June 2 were also blamed on radical elements.  
Together, these attacks conjured anew the image of the alien agitator--which had first 
emerged during the Haymarket riot of 1886--and reinvigorated the association between 
the foreign-born and revolutionary assaults on the U.S. economic order.  State justice 
departments deported nearly two hundred and fifty noncitizens suspected of radicalism in 
November, and shortly thereafter the Justice Department, led by Attorney General A. 
Mitchell Palmer, began arresting thousands of suspected radicals.62 
Compounding these social tensions were deteriorating relations between blacks 
and whites.  Racial antagonism reached unprecedented heights in postwar America: 
between April and October of 1919, twenty-five cities and towns across the nation 
experienced interracial violence, among them Chicago, Illinois, Charleston, South 
Carolina, Longview, Texas, and Washington, D.C.  In back of this “Red Summer,” as 
NAACP official James Weldon Johnson described it, laid two social currents.  First, the 
Great Migration had led to escalating tensions between blacks and whites in northern and 
midwestern cities, particularly when African Americans began to compete with white 
workers for factory positions, to settle in white neighborhoods, and to influence local 
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political contests.  In addition, African American participation in World War I had 
changed the tenor of postwar relations between blacks and whites.  Black soldiers and 
workers evinced a new pride in their contributions to the war effort, and this fueled a 
growing sense of racial consciousness and independence among African Americans--
encapsulated by the idea of the “New Negro”--that renewed their determination to 
challenge the caste system in the U.S. and to counter white aggression.63  White racists, 
meanwhile, sought to preserve the prewar racial status quo through a campaign of 
violence and oppression: lynchings spiked in 1919, and the Ku Klux Klan, a southern 
white supremacist organization that terrorized black Americans, expanded into the North 
and Midwest in the postwar period.  Together, these social forces created a volatile racial 
climate that led to violent clashes between black and white Americans.64 
 Chicago became a symbol of the racial and economic tensions racking the nation 
when a citywide race riot broke out there at the end of July.  Interracial violence first 
erupted in the city on July 27 at a public beach on Lake Michigan.  De facto segregation 
dictated that blacks swim at the 25th Street entrance to the beach, and when a group of 
African Americans challenged this social law by using the white beach at 29th Street, it 
led to a hostile confrontation with white beachgoers.  As tensions escalated, five black 
teenagers drifted near the 29th Street beach on a raft, and a white onlooker started 
throwing rocks at them, one of which struck one of the rafters on the head, causing him to 
drown.  As word of the teenager’s death spread, a hostile crowd of blacks and whites 
amassed on the beach, and when a white police officer refused to take the suspected rock 
thrower into custody and instead arrested an African American man, blacks and whites 
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began hurling bricks and rocks at one another.  Gunfire broke out, leading an African 
American policeman to fatally wound a black shooter, and the crowd of African 
Americans gathered at 29th Street later attacked numerous whites in the vicinity.  News 
of these events spread rapidly throughout the city, and by early evening white gangs and 
“athletic clubs”--many of which had a history of intimidating African Americans--were 
assailing blacks that strayed too close to their territories.  Violence intensified on Monday 
as white gangs and workingmen assaulted black stockyard workers and white mobs 
attacked African Americans on the South Side of Chicago.  The black community quickly 
mobilized to defend itself: African American residents began attacking whites who 
ventured into the South Side’s “black belt” and when carloads of whites drove through 
the district and fired upon black homes, residents aggressively shot back.  On Tuesday, a 
strike by transit workers made matters worse by shutting down surface and elevated 
trains, which forced black workers to walk through hostile white neighborhoods.  
Violence spread throughout Chicago as white mobs targeted blacks in the downtown 
district and on the North Side of the city, and at one point, African Americans formed a 
kind of “Hindenburg line,” or military wall, to repel white attackers near the stockyards.65  
Police officers utterly failed to control the riot: white and black policeman were attacked 
by rioters of the opposite race, many officers were unwilling to arrest white rioters or to 
protect African Americans, and some policemen assaulted black Chicagoans.  Black 
leaders and press outlets demanded that Mayor William H. Thompson call out the state 
militia, but he refused to do so, claiming that the police force was sufficient to quell the 
riot.  Governor Lowden also refused to declare martial law, arguing that it was incumbent 
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upon the Mayor to request additional troops.  Late Wednesday evening, with a food 
shortage threatening the South Side and rumors of a plot to burn down the black belt 
circulating, the Mayor finally called upon the militiamen, who managed to stem the tide 
of violence.  Attacks on black workers in the stockyards continued, however, and the 
yards remained unsafe for African Americans until they were brought in under military 
escort a few days later.  All told, four days of unrestrained warfare between blacks and 
whites had left thirty-eight Chicagoans dead and over five hundred wounded, and many 
observers highlighted the willingness of black Chicagoans to fight back against white 
rioters.  In a typical headline, the Chicago Daily News proclaimed, “300 Armed Negroes 
Gather; New Rioting Starts; Militia Next.”66  The black periodical Messenger described 
the riot as a “rebellion” where “free black men made ready to fight free white men.”67  
Later, the Chicago Commission on Race Relations speculated that the riot represented the 
first time that a community of African Americans had risen collectively to challenge a 
white mob.68  To many black and white Americans, the Chicago race riot marked the 
arrival of a full-scale race war.69 
 Growing enmity between black and white workers underlay the outbreak of 
violence in the city.  Most recently, black stockyards workers had angered white 
unionists by refusing to join trade unions or to back them during strikes.  In July 1917, 
Chicago labor leaders had formed the Stockyards Labor Council (SLC) in an attempt to 
establish an industrial union of stockyard workers, and nonunion blacks had represented 
the greatest obstacle to the new organization.  The number of black packinghouse 
workers had skyrocketed during the Great Migration to between ten and twelve thousand 
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(or approximately one fourth of the workforce), and for labor organizers, the Chicago 
stockyards represented the measuring stick of a union’s ability to organize blacks in the 
city--and across the nation.  As SLC co-founder and Railway Carmen Union organizer 
William Z. Foster had put it, “everybody is looking to us in Chicago to take the lead.”70  
Yet the efforts of the SLC to organize blacks in the yards had largely failed: less than one 
quarter of black stockyard workers (in comparison to ninety percent of white workers) 
had joined the union by the time the riot broke out.  Black stockyard workers had good 
reasons for turning down the SLC: unemployment among African Americans had soared 
in postwar Chicago, for one, and some black workers feared they might lose their 
positions if they supported the union.  Also, despite the AFL’s recent overtures to black 
workers, African Americans remained deeply skeptical of trade unions because of their 
long history of discrimination towards blacks.  White trade unionists, meanwhile, 
believed that the success of the new union hinged on complete unionization, and they 
became increasingly hostile towards blacks that rebuffed the SLC.  In June of 1919, 
hundreds of white stockyard workers had refused to work, demanding that African 
Americans workers be either organized or fired, and after the riot ten thousand white 
unionists went on strike, calling for a closed shop in order to bar nonunion blacks from 
the yards.  In back of this dispute over unionization lay the ever-present specter of the 
black strikebreaker: during the war, employers had used African American workers to 
break strikes in the hotel, garment making, railroad, and packinghouse industries, and in 
the summer of 1919 African Americans had continued to fill stockyard positions when 
white laborers walked out.  In a sense, the Chicago race riot represented the climax of 
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two and a half decades of conflict between white and black laborers that began with the 
Pullman strike of 1894 and ran through the teamsters’ strike of 1905 up to the current 
unrest in the stockyards.  Time and again, the history of industrial relations in Chicago 
made clear that white antipathy toward black strikebreakers and nonunion black workers 
could unleash racial hatred.71 
 Tensions related to housing and to local political campaigns had also fostered a 
climate of racial antagonism in the city.  Housing in Chicago had long been segregated, 
but during the war years black Chicagoans had begun to move into white neighborhoods 
in greater numbers, spurred on by a housing shortage in the South Side’s black belt, 
where most black Chicagoans resided.  Some black belt residents, too, sought to escape 
the dilapidated buildings, high rents, and crowded conditions of the district.  In the 
months leading up to the riot, new black residences in white neighborhoods were 
bombed, and these attacks frequently occurred after white property owner associations 
had tried to stir up local whites about the influx of African American families, often by 
linking the depreciation of property values to the arrival of blacks.  Also, the growing 
influence of African Americans on municipal politics had stoked white antipathy toward 
blacks: the predominately black Second Ward had elected three black alderman to the 
city council during the war years, and black votes had proven crucial to the mayoralty 
campaigns of 1915 and 1919.  In particular, the mayoral election of 1919, a hotly 
contested, acrimonious affair, had generated racial hostility among Democrats and their 
supporters when Mayor William H. Thompson, a Republican and defender of black 
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rights, had won reelection, in part, because of the votes he received from African 
Americans.72 
 Some black and white Americans believed that the social forces in back of the 
Chicago race riot mirrored those of the nation.  NAACP Assistant Secretary Walter F. 
White, for example, suggested that the racial, economic, and political conditions that 
spurred the riot “can be found in almost every large city with an appreciable Negro 
population.”73  Joel E. Spingarn, an officer of the NAACP, echoed this sentiment: “What 
is now happening in Chicago has happened in other large cities, north and south, east and 
west,” he opined.74  According to Graham Taylor, a white social gospeler and Chicagoan, 
the “humiliating experience” of Chicago was “a local symptom of a national 
disturbance.”75  Carl Sandburg, who had been writing a series of articles on racial 
conditions for the Chicago Daily News when the riot broke out, asserted that the housing 
pressures, political tensions, and labor conditions found in Chicago were present in “in 
any American city where the racial situation is critical at this moment.”76  Governor 
Lowden put it this way: “The conditions there [Chicago] may be regarded as fairly 
typical of conditions in other large cities where there is a large colored population.”77  
According to the St. Louis Post-Dispatch, if such violence could break out in Chicago, a 
city that embodied the liberal attitude of the North on racial matters, it cast serious doubt 
on whether any community was immune to the threat of interracial violence. 78  
 But while observers and social reformers of both races agreed on the national 
significance of the Chicago race riot, they disagreed over its root causes, and black and 
white liberal Chicagoans were influential contributors to this public argument over the 
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origins of the violence.  Abbot, for example, vigorously promoted the outlook, advanced 
by some black community leaders, that growing African American resistance to 
entrenched white racism had caused the riot.79  In The Defender, Abbot explained the riot 
in these terms: “America is known the world over as the land of the lyncher and of the 
mobocrat.  For years she has been sowing the wind and now she is reaping the 
whirlwind.”80  Abbott went on to argue that “the color madness of the American white 
man,” evinced by the recent ill treatment of black veterans, had spurred younger blacks to 
aggressively fight racial discrimination.  “On all sides we have been made to feel the 
humiliating pressure of the white man’s prejudice,” he wrote, and it was this omnipresent 
racism that had stoked black militancy and set off the riot.81  In his news coverage of the 
violence, Abbott linked the new militancy of black rioters to the “color madness” of 
whites by alternating between accounts of black rioters engaged in armed self-defense 
and gruesome tales of white-on-black violence, and his articles relentlessly challenged 
the view, prevalent among white and black elites in the early stages of the riot, that 
“hoodlums” of both races were to blame for the violence.  The Defender embodied the 
perspective that a changed outlook among African Americans lay in back of the riot and 
that racial discrimination above all else had precipitated the violence.82 
 Wells-Barnett, too, believed that the origins of the violence were to found in 
white racism, but for her the riot was less a marker of black militancy than of the state’s 
failure to protect African American civil rights.  Prior to the outbreak of hostilities, 
Wells-Barnett and a committee of Chicagoans had attempted to meet with Mayor 
Thompson to express their concern over the recent attacks on black residences.  When the 
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Mayor rebuffed the committee, Wells-Barnett had written an impassioned letter to the 
Chicago Daily Tribune in which she spotlighted the growing number of attacks on black 
Chicagoans and compared the racial conditions of the city to those of the South.  “I 
implore Chicago to set the wheels of justice in motion before it is too late,” wrote Wells-
Barnett, “and Chicago be disgraced by some the bloody outrages that have disgraced East 
St. Louis.”83  When the riot broke out, Wells-Barnett expressed outrage over the failure 
of the state to protect African Americans from white rioters or to uphold black civil 
rights.  During a meeting of the Protective Association, a community organization formed 
by local ministers in response to the riot, Wells-Barnett proclaimed, “It is an unjust 
discrimination.  Homes of white people are not searched but the constitutional right of 
citizens to bear arms is violated without compunction in the case of the colored people.”84  
With the association, which she joined, Wells-Barnett demanded police protection and 
equal treatment for African Americans while imploring rioters to forgo violence.  In the 
aftermath of the riot, Wells-Barnett encouraged black residents to come forward with 
their stories of ill treatment by white rioters, and she presented them to the state grand 
jury during its investigation of the conflict.  She broke bitterly with the Protective 
Association, however, when it endorsed State Attorney General Edward J. Brundage to 
lead the grand jury inquiry.  Wells-Barnett refused to support Brundage, who had been 
responsible for the racially biased investigation of the East St. Louis riot, and she viewed 
the association’s support of Brundage, which she blamed on political calculations, as 
“treacherous.”85  To Wells-Barnett, the uncompromising defense of black civil rights 
remained paramount, and in the end, the Chicago race riot only served as another 
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reminder to her of the ineffectiveness of the state in defending African American rights--
and also of the complicity of some African American community leaders in maintaining 
the racial status quo.86 
 Other prominent black social reformers emphasized how the Chicago race riot 
had exposed the racial dimensions of class conflict.  NAACP associate Walter F. White, 
for example, maintained that racial prejudice and economic competition were the two 
leading causes of the violence in an article for The Crisis.  In spite of Chicago’s 
reputation for racial fairness, White explained, tensions between black and white 
Chicagoans had escalated during the Great Migration, especially as rural black 
southerners adjusted to a new urban environment and as southern white migrants “spread 
the virus of race hatred” within the city.87  His analysis highlighted how racial 
antagonism shaped industrial relations: employers used blacks as “a club over the heads 
of the unions,” wrote White, and African Americans, rightly suspicious of white labor, 
found themselves trapped between antagonistic trade unionists and opportunistic 
employers.88  The new spirit of resistance among blacks, however, ranked last on White’s 
list of causal factors of the riot--an outlook likely conditioned by the fact that African 
American militancy went against the ameliorative, interracial norms of the NAACP.  
White’s outlook reflected the perspective that the NAACP had promoted since its 
inception: that discriminatory attitudes among white laborers played a key role in 
outbreaks of interracial violence and in reinforcing a caste system in the United States. 
Du Bois, too, called attention to how racial prejudice shaped industrial relations in 
the aftermath of the riot, but, unlike White, he welcomed the arrival of a new spirit of 
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black militancy.  “For three centuries we have suffered and cowered,” wrote Du Bois in a 
post-riot editorial for The Crisis.89  “No race ever gave Passive Resistance and 
Submission to Evil longer, more piteous trial.  Today we raise the terrible weapon of self-
defense.”90  Du Bois meant “terrible” in two senses--as both horrific and awe-inspiring.  
He believed that the emergence of armed black resistance against mob violence marked a 
historic turning point in U.S. race relations, and when Du Bois warned his readers that the 
line between “just resistance” and “angry retaliation” must be drawn with great care, a 
current of exhilaration underlay this admonition.91  In the next segment of his opinion 
column, Du Bois shifted to a discussion of the racial dimensions of the global class 
struggle: “The great cry of world Justice today is that the fruit of toil go to the Laborer 
who produces it…In this fight for Justice to Labor the Negro looms large.”92  Trade union 
racism, argued Du Bois, posed nothing less than “the most stupendous labor problem of 
the twentieth century.”93  Though Du Bois did not directly link these two trends--growing 
African American militancy and the persistence of racial discrimination within the labor 
movement--in the editorial, his language evoked this connection: just as murderers, 
lynchers, and mobs had driven black Americans to armed resistance, “armies, mobs, 
lynchers, laws and customs” threatened the African American worker.94  The implication 
was clear enough: white attacks on black laborers also justified armed self-defense.  In 
restating his conviction that racial discrimination posed the greatest threat to industrial 
democracy, Du Bois also intimated that militant black resistance might be necessary to 
overcome it. 
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If black social reformers highlighted the racism of white workers, residents, and 
politicians in their analyses of the Chicago race riot, white liberals downplayed the role 
of racial discrimination and emphasized other social and economic factors.  Carl 
Sandburg, for example, glossed over the role of white prejudice in the riot in his 
influential The Chicago Race Riots, July 1919, a pamphlet that brought together his 
recent articles on the racial conditions of Chicago.95  Three social factors, wrote 
Sandburg, had shaped the “so-called race riots”: a housing shortage in the black belt, a 
racially charged political climate, and the evolving conditions of organized labor.96  It 
was not white racism that was ultimately to blame for antagonism between blacks and 
whites, Sandburg implied, but rather unscrupulous real estate brokers and politicians who 
had stoked racial anxieties for personal gain.  As for organized labor, Sandburg 
maintained that trade unionists were trending toward interracial unity, not the reverse.  To 
legitimize these claims, Sandburg drew on the investigatory mode of Chicago liberalism: 
he adopted the pose of the disinterested observer who sought to reveal modern social 
conditions, relied heavily on quotations from outside sources, and advanced a non-
dogmatic, Chicago-centric outlook on the riot that stressed the economic dimensions of 
the conflict.  His social vision, too, had become more accommodating to middle class 
reformers and more evolutionary, progressive, and ameliorative in outlook, and this 
viewpoint situated his articles squarely within Chicago’s liberal discourse on class.  At 
bottom, The Chicago Race Riots revealed that the riot had further encouraged some white 
liberals to turn a blind eye to the racial dimensions of class.97 
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 At first glance, Sandburg appeared to exhibit a kind of heightened racial 
consciousness in The Chicago Race Riots.  For example, he adopted a liberal, 
sympathetic outlook toward African Americans, and in particular he showed a new 
willingness to embrace the black worker.  Whiteness no longer marked the industrial 
laborer in The Chicago Race Riots.  Now, Sandburg highlighted the presence of African 
Americans within the ranks of working class, and rather than appropriate the voice of 
black labor, as he had in Chicago Poems, he acknowledged it by quoting black workers 
in his text.  In addition, he presented a vision of progressive economic advance for black 
Americans that highlighted the growth of black enterprises, the continued demand for 
African American labor, and “the new doors of opportunity opening in Chicago” to black 
workingmen and women.  “Here and there, slowly and by degrees,” Sandburg asserted, 
“the line of color discrimination breaks.”98  He also took great pains to stress that racial 
antagonism no longer undermined the labor movement, particularly the SLC, where 
“segregation is not being thought of.”99  He bolstered this analysis by adding sketches of 
benevolent white uplift--Spingarn and local philanthropist and NAACP supporter Julius 
Rosenwald were both featured--that stressed the devotion of northern liberals to racial 
liberalism and that ascribed discriminatory attitudes primarily to white southerners.100  
Chicago, too, served as a powerful symbol of racial liberalism in Sandburg’s text: he 
assured his readers that black migrants viewed Chicago as “the most liberal all around 
town in the country.”101  In other words, Sandburg assumed the voice of white liberalism-
-not white racism, as in Chicago Poems--when he introduced his readers to the black 
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worker, and this shift reflected his evolving racial liberalism as well as his broader goal 
of organizing workers across racial and ethnic lines.102 
However, despite Sandburg’s sympathetic posture toward African Americans, The 
Chicago Race Riots continued the ideological work that he had begun in Chicago Poems: 
orienting liberalism toward the economic roots of social strain and away from racial 
divisions.  He argued, for example, that competing real estate interests, not white racism, 
were to blame for the bombings of black residences, and he also suggested that when 
racial antagonisms did arise in Chicago, it reflected the difficulty of assimilating rural 
black southerners to an urban environment.  Meanwhile, the labor movement, according 
to Sandburg, had proved itself an aid, not a detriment, to the cause of racial equality.  
Reporting on an interracial labor gathering, Sandburg wrote: “They were 2,000 men for 
who the race problem is solved.  Their theory is that when economic equality of the races 
is admitted, then the social, housing, real estate, transportation or educational phases are 
not difficult.”103  Sandburg insisted that blacks primarily sought economic equality, and 
he maintained that other racial problems would disappear once laborers united to achieve 
this goal.  To reinforce these various claims, he only quoted those observers--white and 
black trade unionists, African American economists, white liberals, packinghouse 
officials, etc.--who corroborated the idea that the riot was a result of economic, and not 
racial, factors.  Meanwhile, the most potent symbol of racial strife in the labor 
movement--the black strikebreaker--was conspicuously absent in his analysis of 
Chicago’s social conditions.  Indeed, it would have been impossible for Sandburg to 
present a united racial front in the labor movement if he had squarely confronted the 
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implications of black strikebreaking for the so-called racial equalitarianism of white trade 
unionists.  With The Chicago Race Riots, Sandburg sought to capitalize on the riot in a 
way that would further his goal of achieving a democratic, interracial community of 
workers, and as a result it advanced the remarkable and specious claim that racism had 
played little role in either the conflict or the contemporary labor movement.104  In so 
doing, Sandburg reinforced the ideological assumption, increasingly prevalent among 
white liberals, that the pursuit of economic equality should be disentangled from--and 
prioritized over--the pursuit of racial equality, in this case by subsuming the cause of 
black civil rights within the campaign for economic justice for the workingman. 
The Chicago Race Riots also illuminated how cultural racism continued to shape 
the thinking of white reformers like Sandburg with regard to the root causes of social 
strain.  His reportorial eye, for example, continued to dwell on images of African 
Americans--black gamblers, southern black migrants eating watermelons on apartment 
stoops--that perpetuated discriminatory racial attitudes.  Missing, however, was the 
attentiveness he had shown in Chicago Poems to how white workers contributed to the 
social construction of racial stereotypes.  In one particularly loaded image in The Chicago 
Race Riots, Sandburg suggested that newly arrived black Chicagoans had adopted the 
outlook of the boll weevil from the African American song “This’ll Be My Home.”  
Although this reference ostensibly called attention to the desire of black migrants to settle 
in Chicago, it implicitly associated migrating black laborers with cotton fields, 
infestation, and economic ruin--marking them as racial and economic outsiders within the 
urban working class.  Sandburg’s own racialist assumptions, in other words, were 
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imbedded in his cultural references.  In fact, these assumptions had shaped his 
progressive, interracial vision of organized labor, since it was only possible to portray the 
labor movement in such an equalitarian light if one overlooked the racial dimensions of 
class conflict.  His racial bias had been on display, too, in a letter he had written to his 
father-in-law in early July: “I have spent ten days in the Black Belt and am starting a 
series of articles in the Chicago Daily News on why Abyssinians [sic], Bushmen, and 
Zulus are here,” wrote Sandburg.105  Furthermore, Sandburg’s articles subtly disparaged 
African American periodicals like The Defender for sensationalism, and by questioning 
the veracity of certain “amazing” stories of white-on-black violence that appeared in the 
black press, he implicitly questioned the degree to which racial discrimination had 
sparked the riot.106  These various markers of Sandburg’s abiding cultural racism made 
clear that racial prejudice had played a considerable larger role in the riot--and in the 
post-riot struggle to define its meaning--than Sandburg was willing to admit.107 
  The Chicago Race Riots revealed the deep ambivalence that continued to pervade 
the racial thought of white liberals--and linked it to the city of Chicago.  Sandburg’s 
writing on the riot embodied this conceptual tension: his articles represented both a call 
for interracial unionism and an apology for the white labor movement.  In The Chicago 
Race Riots, Sandburg continued to imagine a democratic community of workers, centered 
in Chicago, and now his desire to unite workers across racial and ethnic lines had taken 
center stage.  Yet Sandburg could only present such a vision of progressive racial 
advance in organized labor by eliding white racism from the liberal discourse on class.  If 
Sandburg had suggested in Chicago Poems that the social racism of white workers barred 
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blacks from the working class, he now maintained that racial prejudice played little role 
in either the race riot or in conflicts between labor and capital.  The Chicago Race Riots, 
then, continued to expose the discriminatory attitudes ingrained in liberal thought--this 
time by virtue of what Sandburg had overlooked.  His writing also reinforced an 
assumption that was gaining traction among white liberals: that social tensions between 
blacks and whites would diminish once workers were organized across racial lines, and 
that the race problem, at root, was a labor problem.108  Sandburg’s articles provided a 
rationale, within the framework of Chicago liberalism, for disentangling the problem of 
race from ongoing disputes between labor and capital. 
Another influential response to the riot--perhaps the most influential--came from 
the Chicago Commission on Race Relations.  At the beginning of August, a group of 
civic and community leaders from Chicago called for an official body to study “the 
psychological, social and economic causes of the riot” and to make recommendations that 
would help the city avoid future racial conflicts, and shortly thereafter Gov. Lowden 
created the Commission on Race Relations.  Comprised of an equal number of white and 
black members, the commission included such prominent Chicagoans as Abbott, 
Rosenwald, and Chicago Daily News editor Victor F. Lawson.  To oversee the collection 
of data for its investigation, the commission hired a number of staff members, including 
Graham Romeyn Taylor, a settlement worker and writer, and Charles S. Johnson, an 
African American sociologist and researcher for the Chicago Urban League.  With Taylor 
and Johnson heading up the research effort, the commission gathered information on 
local black-white relations and African American social patterns, primarily through 
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fieldwork and informal hearings, over the course of eleven months.  Although Chicago 
was the focal point of its research, the commission conceived of its work as serving a 
national purpose, and in 1921 it published its findings under the title The Negro in 
Chicago: A Study of Race Relations and a Race Riot.  This voluminous text represented 
the most comprehensive assessment of racial conditions yet produced in the new century, 
one that would shape interpretations of the riot and of black-white relations in the U.S. 
for decades to come.109 
The Negro in Chicago reflected some of the key assumptions that had guided 
liberal thought in Chicago.  In its report, the commission adopted a disinterested, 
pragmatic, Chicago-centric stance, which allowed it to assume the voice of neutral, social 
scientific authority in the public debate over the origins of the riot.  Also, the 
commission’s primary impulse was to reveal, in this case the social and economic 
pressures that had led to interracial conflict.  Furthermore, its outlook on social reform 
was consistent with the investigatory liberalism of Chicago in the sense that the 
commission favored moral over structural solutions to societal problems.  Taken together, 
these ideological markers situated the commission’s report firmly within the liberal 
discourse of Chicago.  “The riot was merely a symptom of serious and profound 
disorders lying beneath the surface of race relations in Chicago,” reported the 
commission.110  In order to unpack these “disorders”--a phrase that implied that the 
violence was rooted in individual psychology, not in the social structure--the commission 
probed deeply into a range of topics, included the social and economic forces behind the 
Great Migration, the makeup of the black population in Chicago, the housing shortage 
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faced by African Americans, points of contact between the races, black crime, industrial 
conditions for African Americans, and the racial attitudes of white and black Chicagoans.  
Drawing heavily on the oral and written testimony of migrants, residents, workers, 
community leaders, and industrialists, the commission produced a kind of social history 
of black Chicagoans that bore the imprint of Chicago’s liberal discourse on class. 
The Negro in Chicago represented the most comprehensive analysis of race 
relations of the era by an official body.  It provided a wide-ranging, nuanced history of 
racial discrimination in housing, industry, the legal system, and public spaces while 
highlighting those areas of racial contact where blacks and whites met congenially and on 
equal terms.  In its discussion of the housing shortage for blacks, for example, the 
commission carefully differentiated between the kinds of racial relations that obtained in 
different neighborhoods and called attention to those residential areas where blacks and 
white co-existed peacefully.  At the same time, the commission rebuked the notion that 
the black renters were responsible for depreciating property values.  “Race prejudice 
produces the present conditions of social injustice toward the Negro,” explained the 
commission, “and uses the depreciation of property which it causes, as a new ground for 
such racial prejudice.”111  Its most groundbreaking work lay in its discussion of racial 
attitudes: by conducting surveys of white and black racial thought, the commission traced 
out a kind of oral history of racism.  Also, some of its research findings disabused 
prevalent racial attitudes, including the “mental inferiority” of black children, the so-
called propensity for crime among resident blacks, and the notion of the “shiftless” black 
worker.  “No one, white or Negro,” concluded the commission, “is wholly free from an 
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inheritance of prejudice in feeling and in thinking.”112  In this way, the work of the 
commission illuminated the deep roots of social racism in the United States, countered 
prevailing racial stereotypes, and provided a complex picture of black-white relations that 
challenged fixed notions of the racial status quo.113 
At the same time, The Negro in Chicago exposed the ideological limits of racial 
liberalism.  To begin, the commission adopted a conciliatory outlook on race relations 
that smoothed over the harsher edges of white prejudice.  By assigning responsibility for 
the racial status quo to both white and blacks, the commission shifted the focus away 
from the systemic nature of white racism and implied that black Americans contributed 
equally to the perpetuation of the current social system.  Also, by alluding to the southern 
origins of racist thought and by focusing on particular groups such as white “athletic 
clubs,” the commission ideologically contained the breadth and scope of white racism in 
the North and Midwest.  In addition, the commission’s inquiry remained grounded in a 
white, middle class vision of social advance, and as a result its findings tended to 
associate improved race relations with the adoption of values of thrift, cleanliness, and 
property-ownership by black migrants.114  In other words, the commission conceived of 
progressive black advance in a way that reinforced the cultural hegemony of the white 
middle class.  Furthermore, the commission attempted to forestall the ideological drift of 
the black community toward a heightened racial consciousness by counseling African 
Americans against developing too much “race pride.”115  “The moral responsibility for 
race rioting,” concluded the commission, “does not rest upon hoodlums alone, but also 
upon all citizens, white or black, who sanction force or violence in interracial relations or 
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who do not condemn and combat the spirit of racial hatred thus expressed.”116  At 
bottom, the commission avoided condemning white society for the reproduction of a 
caste system, and instead it sought to ideologically unite black and white Americans by 
articulating a progressive vision of interracial association that was grounded in the social 
outlook of the white middle class.117 
The commission’s conceptual limitations could also be gleaned from its 
discussion of black workers and organized labor.  Like Sandburg, the commission 
downplayed the links between the Chicago race riot and labor movement racism, instead 
promoting the notion that the organized labor, in the main, had aided the cause of racial 
advance.  Summing up its findings, the commission reported that “little race friction” 
obtained between white and black workers.118  Two false assumptions underlay this 
claim: the commission greatly overestimated the number of organized blacks, and it 
interpreted the absence of rioting in the stockyards as proof of amicable relations between 
black and white workers.  In fact, the stockyards had remained peaceful during the riot 
only because most black laborers had not attempted to enter them, and once the 
stockyards resumed operations, thousands of white workers, intent on barring blacks 
from the yards, had struck for the closed shop.  As for black strikebreaking, the 
commission discussed its long history in only the most vague and superficial terms.  
“Circumstances have frequently made Negroes strike breakers,” wrote the commission.119  
This skewed perspective on blacks and organized labor, combined with the commission’s 
emphasis on black economic advance and admonitions against developing too much 
“race pride,” reinforced a social vision in which the organization of workers across racial 
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lines--and the pursuit of economic equality--provided the surest route to improved race 
relations.120 
The ideological limits of the commission were most clearly illuminated, however, 
by its final recommendations.  None of them expanded the state into the terrain of race 
relations.  Instead, the commission’s recommendations fell into one of three categories: 
upholding existing laws, fostering mutual understanding and cooperation between the 
races, and providing better social resources for black Chicagoans.  The commission 
assumed that an aroused “civic conscience” would bring about these reforms slowly and 
progressively, and in this sense, the commission’s report reflected the idea--central to the 
investigatory mode of Chicago--that the act of bringing social conditions to light would 
motivate social ethical change.121  At bottom, the commission offered individual and 
moral, not social and structural, solutions for the city’s racial problems, and such an 
approach illustrated how many liberals remained unwilling to use the power of the state 
to protect black civil rights.122 
In the end, the commission, like the Progressive Party Convention of 1912, 
became a marker of the failure of racial liberalism.  Wells-Barnett, for one, remembered 
the commission as a well intentioned but ineffective enterprise undertaken at the behest 
of white Chicagoans.  In its wake, she concluded, “Chicago has thus been left with a 
heritage of racial prejudice which seems to increase rather than decrease.”123  Du Bois 
criticized the commission even more severely in an article for The Crisis: “The 
Commission consists of colored men who apparently have a much too complacent trust in 
their white friends; of white men who are too busy to know; and of enemies of the Negro 
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race who under the guise of impartiality and good will are pushing insidiously but 
unswervingly a program of racial segregation.”124  In particular, Du Bois challenged the 
commission’s research methods, especially its survey questions, one of which had asked 
black responders to explain the distinction between segregation and “racial solidarity.”125  
To Du Bois, the commission’s methods were tainted by racial bias and only reinforced 
the racial status quo.  As for Addams, she commended the commission for relying on the 
testimony of local Chicagoans and not “experts”--she herself had testified before it about 
the racial attitudes of Italians and the influence of ward politicians--but dismissed its 
conclusions as short-sighted.  “Merely to inform people that such and such a group 
conflict is based upon an ethnological misunderstanding,” she opined, “will not do away 
either with the conflict or its emotional associations in the minds of those implicated.  
The entire situation demonstrates that mere information is not enough and that the 
various research bodies need to be constantly supplemented.”126  While Wells-Barnett, 
Du Bois, and Addams gave different reasons--lack of impact, faulty methods, superficial 
conclusions--for rejecting the work of the commission, they shared the perspective that it 
had failed to alter the course of relations between blacks and whites. 
 In the final analysis, the report of the Chicago Commission on Race Relations 
illuminated the deep-rooted ambivalence that continued to suffuse liberal thought on 
racial problems--and linked this ideological posture to the city of Chicago.  The Negro in 
Chicago broke new ground in the study of black-white relations, particularly in terms of 
contextualizing the development of racial attitudes, and its research would fuel other 
studies of African American communities and contribute to the perception that Chicago, 
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anchored by the University of Chicago Sociology Department, was emerging as a 
national center for the study of race relations.127  At the same time, The Negro in Chicago 
revealed and perpetuated the racialist assumptions that continued to guide and to delimit 
liberal thought.  By deemphasizing the racial dimensions of class conflict and by 
advancing moral solutions for racial problems, the commission’s report dissociated the 
campaign for racial equality from the pursuit of economic justice and reinforced the idea 
that the problem of racial discrimination remained beyond the purview of the state.  
 
 The public debate over the implications of the Chicago race riot provided a kind 
of intellectual postscript to nearly three decades of discussion, rooted in Chicago, on the 
economic and racial dimensions of class conflict.  In the 1890s, white liberal Chicagoans 
had drawn on the social and economic conditions of their city to formulate a conception 
of class that relied primarily on labor-capital relations as the explanatory framework for 
social strife.  However, the rising profile of race riots and interracial strike warfare in 
Chicago and across the Midwest in the 1900s had spurred some white liberal Chicagoans 
and social reformers to confront how racial attitudes shaped disputes between workers 
and employers--as black social reformers had long argued--and thus to expand their 
conception of class to include its racial dimensions.  This conceptual shift had 
represented an advance for modern liberal thought.  By highlighting the way in which 
economic conflicts fueled--and were fueled by--racial antagonism, white and black 
liberal Chicagoans had inspired a national conversation on race relations, helped to 
establish new forms of interracial association, and legitimized the notion that racial and 
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economic forms of injustice must necessarily be combated together.  At the same time, 
white liberals had continued to re-inscribe discriminatory attitudes towards African 
Americans in their analyses of the racial dimensions of class, and in the end, these 
attitudes had proven more powerful and enduring.  By the mid-1910s, the racial 
consciousness that some white liberals had exhibited had already begun to fade.  During 
the second half of the decade, the growing ideological divide between white and black 
thinkers became even more evident as they grappled with the significance of race riots in 
St. Louis and Chicago: in their analyses of these outbreaks of interracial violence, white 
liberals continued to disentangle the pursuits of economic and racial justice while black 
social reformers further stressed the interdependence of these goals.  By the time the 
Chicago Commission on Race Relations had completed its work, the racial dimensions of 
class had largely disappeared from view in white liberal thought. 
In the aftermath of the Chicago race riot, white liberals and social reformers 
continued to turn away from the racial dimensions of class.  In 1920, Baker published 
The New Industrial Unrest, and this study of labor-capital relations, which contained few 
references to African American workers, illustrated how white liberals were now paying 
little attention to the way that racial discrimination shaped industrial relations.  Socialists 
like Eugene V. Debs only reinforced this viewpoint by arguing that racial tensions, at 
bottom, reduced to class tensions.128  As for Addams, she remained mindful of the 
influence of racism on economic conflicts but continued to focus her attention primarily 
on the social conditions of white immigrants.129  African American liberals and social 
reformers, on the other hand, only became more resolute in their determination to expose 
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how racial and economic forms of inequity worked together to perpetuate a caste system 
in the United States.  In January 1920, Wells-Barnett traveled to Elaine, Arkansas, where 
a white mob had recently attacked black sharecroppers when they attempted to unionize, 
and her writing on these events spotlighted the way in which white prejudice met both 
social and economic imperatives.130  That same year, Du Bois described how an 
“industrial caste” assigned the role of menial to black Americans and thus disavowed the 
common humanity of whites and blacks.131 
In back of these ideological currents lay Chicago, which had played a key role in 
shaping the social thought of modern liberalism.  The distinctive social and economic 
conditions of the city had given rise to intense conflicts between labor and capital, which, 
in turn, had taken on national significance in the public discourse.  These developments 
had encouraged liberal Chicagoans to develop a pragmatic, class-based, moral, Chicago-
centric outlook on social reform, and such a philosophy had opened the door to a 
discussion of the racial dimensions of class conflict.  At the same time, this viewpoint 
had worked against the cause of racial liberalism by perpetuating certain assumptions--
that moral prescriptions would bring about social change and that economic gains would 
resolve racial tensions--that discouraged the idea of using state power to defend black 
civil rights.  In the end, the investigatory liberalism of Chicago was made to serve both 
progressive and regressive ends. 
These conceptual trends marked the city of Chicago as an ambivalent symbol of 
U.S. democracy in the cultural imagination.  Simultaneously evoking corporate power, 
social tensions between labor and capital and between blacks and whites, and modern 
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liberal thought, Chicago came to emblematize both the campaign for industrial 
democracy and the failure of racial liberalism.  It reminded Addams of “the most 
successful experiment in industrial democracy ever made in America”--a reference to a 
clothing workers union in Chicago--and represented the vanguard of organized labor for 
Baker and Sandburg, yet Wells-Barnett would associate the city with a “heritage of racial 
prejudice.”132  Thus Chicago became a symbol of the inability of modern liberalism to 
reconcile the competing claims of racial and economic justice.  In the end, liberal 
Chicagoans laid a foundation for modern liberal thought that prioritized the claims of the 
workingman at the expense of black civil rights. 
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